Chapter 9

THE EXECUTIVES 

R. A. W. Rhodes and John Wanna

This chapter surveys studies of core executive government in Australia. It focuses on the work of political scientists but because the discipline has blurred boundaries it also includes some work by biographers, journalists, politicians, public servants and historians. The chapter has four parts.

1. It surveys the existing literature outlining the main trends in the field. 

2. It examines in more detail the work of Patrick Weller who has made the greatest contribution to the study of the Australian executive. 

3. It compares Australian work on the core executive with equivalent work in Europe and North America. 

4. It identifies possible directions for future research. 

Australian political scientists have explored the core executive only episodically. There has been a pattern of occasional forays into the field of executive politics, isolated contributions, one-off reports, or essays focused on discussion of the style of a particular leader at a given time, but by the end of the twentieth century the study of the political executive had become a field of scholarship in its own right. 

Contributions and characteristics
The literature on this topic comprises many bits and pieces, with one pre-eminent scholar. It falls into four mains groups: textbook contributions; political journalism; biographies, autobiographies and memoirs; and political science research. This section discusses the major contributions in each category and identifies the distinctive features of the Australian study of the core executive. Theory and fieldwork lie at the heart of the distinctive contribution of political science so two questions run through the section – where is the theory, and where is the fieldwork? 

The contribution from textbooks is of little consequence. The pioneering text was Hancock’ Australia (1930). It described the emergence of ‘state socialism’ and the rise of Treasury and Trade ministries but did not explore comprehensively the executive or indeed prime minister and cabinet. This orientation fed into later texts such as Miller and Jinks (1971, 102) who comment that Australia had ‘less reverence than in Britain for the institution of cabinet government’. There are exceptions. Crisp (1965) paid particular attention to the workings of the prime minister and cabinet, exploring the checks and balances on their power. He also surveyed the procedures and practices surrounding the PM and cabinet; for example – cabinet committees and cabinet secretariat. Texts from this era introduce executive institutions obliquely and haphazardly often describing them through other actors such as parties, parliament, government, and leaders. 

Recent undergraduate texts on Australian politics often have a chapter on the prime minister and cabinet but are mainly pedagogic vehicles of varying degrees of thoroughness (see for example Anderson, 2006; Page, 1997; Singleton et al. 2006. Commonly, they do not have many references and are descriptive of practice at the time. Coverage of central institutions is patchy and some continue to ignore the ‘core executive’ as a topic (for example: Emy and Hughes 1988; Hughes 1998). Few add to our store of knowledge; that is not their purpose (but see Solomon, 1973). None have an explicit focus on the core executive or cover the other central coordinating ministries (but see Davis 1997). The overwhelming majority work within an institutional, Westminster approach and only occasionally do writers offer other explanations (but see the ‘street-gang’ approach used by Davis 1993). 
Several journalists have made distinguished contributions. The chief contributors today number Michelle Grattan (2000), Paul Kelly (1976, 1984 and 1992), David Marr (2003),  Laurie Oakes (1976) and David Solomon (1973). Also, we should not forget yesterday’s leading lights. They include Wallace Brown (2002), Warren Denning (1982), Don Whittington, Michael Sexton, Richard Hall, Allan Reid (1971), Clem Lloyd (1974), and Graham Freudenberg (1977). Most of these journalists emphasise topicality but often have insights into the way executive government operates under different leaders or in different contexts. They also display two qualities that professional political scientists could emulate: they have excellent sources among practitioners and write with some eloquence. It also has its limits. Journalists could show a greater awareness of the existing academic literature and engage more with academic and theoretical debates. That said, Paul Kelly changed academic orthodoxy with The End of Certainty (1992) and David Marr and Marian Wilkinson’s sources for ‘children overboard’ would be the envy of any researcher (2003). 

With biographies, autobiographies, diaries and memoirs we have a larger but mixed-bag of literature to sift through, often for scant reward. For example, John Button’s (1998; 1996; and 1994) three volumes of autobiographical essays are amusing and display a commendable lightness of touch but are of little use for understanding the working life of a minister. Some accounts are overly sympathetic and uncritical (see Barnett and Goward’s (1997) biography of John Howard or Hocking’s studies of Lionel Murphy (1997) and Whitlam (2008)). Some, like Howson’s (1984) diaries, are striking for how little they reveal. Others, often fine biographies, were not written to illuminate our concerns and do not focus on the workings of the centre of government (see Arklay et al. 2006 and Chapter 7 above). 
 

In academic political science, the pioneering work of Patrick Weller is pre-eminent and we examine his contribution in the next section. On prime ministers, biography apart, Weller (2005, 37) comments he can find ‘I can find no analysis of the way that recent prime ministers have organised their time, exercised their power or run their governments,’. On cabinet, Encel (1974) was the only book available until 2007. It exemplifies the formal-legal approach of the Westminster academic tradition. On ministers, again biography apart, there is nothing on the roles of ministers and how roles have changed over the past twenty-five years. There are few studies of the other institutions of the core executive.
 There is useful work on ministerial resignations (Thompson and Tillotsen, 1999) and ministerial staffers (Walter, 1986; Maley, 2000; Tiernan, 2007). But, except for Weller, there it little of note in the study of the Australian core executive. 

Cabinet and the prime ministers are often not studied in their own right. In studies of public administration, new public management, political leadership, and case studies of public policy, we get occasional glimpses of the political executive at work (see for example Walter, 1980; 2006b and 2007 on political leadership and Chapter 7 above and Chapter 28 below). Spann et al. (1959; 1973) in numerous volumes cover central administration but executive studies are an epiphenomenon of other topics or inquiries. Consequently, there is nothing of comparable breadth to Blondel’s (1991; 1993) comparative analyses of ministers and cabinets in Western Europe or the research of the UK’s Whitehall Program (Rhodes 2000). In sum, the academic literature provides ‘slim pickings for a reader who wants to know how the executive system of government works in Australia’ (Weller 2005, 37). 

The position is marginally better when we turn to autobiographies, biographies and memoirs. Often anecdotal, this genre provides colour but is often of limited analytical use to the student of the core executive. The work of a handful of distinguished journalists fills some gaps but it is merely a handful. Too often the occasional researcher fashions a piece almost oblivious of previous work in the area, or of wider international debates. We found no critiques of the field. There is no systematic study of what constitutes the core executive in Australia. When the term is mentioned it usually refers inappropriately to a narrow focus on prime minister and cabinet. There is little discussion of the functions of the political executive. There is little or no comparative work. Of course, there are exceptions. We have noted several. But one exception deserves more extended treatment. Pat Weller is the pivotal researcher because he was the first to treat the political executive as a distinct field worthy of study in its own right and to do so comparatively; he has devoted much of his life’s work to the subject. 
Narrator-in-Chief – Patrick Weller
Since 1974 Pat Weller has produced the only substantial and sustained body of work on the Australian core executive. Our task is not to describe the findings and arguments of the several books but to characterise the body of his work.

First, Weller is a contemporary historian with a twist. Not for him the formal models of American political science or the surveys and statistical analysis so beloved of students of elections. His work covers prime minister, cabinet, ministers (individual and collective) and senior public servants and takes the form of both general institutional histories and biographies. His contribution is extensive. The key works are Weller, 1985; 1989b; 2001; 2003; 2007, and Weller and Grattan 1981. He provides narratives of institutions and their office-holders based on elite interviews and the available archives. He is keenly aware of the limits of the historical record so most of his work draws extensively on such interviews with key actors (see for example Weller and Grattan, 1981, and Weller, 2001). He differs sharply, therefore, from Encel (1962; 1974) and is more like such British contemporary historians as Peter Hennessy and Anthony Seldon. 

Second, there is little explicit theory. Rather there is an ‘organising perspective’ based on practice that ‘provides a framework of analysis, a map of how things relate, a set of research questions’ (Gamble 1990, 405). Weller uses the inductive tools of the historian to explain experientially how the centre works. So, the shorthand for his framework is ‘the Westminster model’. It is an institutional or state-centric approach. Although he starts with the rules, procedures and formal organization of government he is never limited to the study of written constitutional documents and invariably extends his exploration to the associated ‘customs’ (Lowell 1908, 1-15). Consistent with his use of interviews, Weller therefore explores the behaviour and motivations of people in key positions (see for example Weller 1989b). 

Third, there is another twist because the focus is on realpolitik as much as it is on institutions. The dictionary definition is apt: ‘Governmental policies based on hard, practical considerations rather than on moral or idealistic concerns. Realpolitik is German for “the politics of reality” and is often applied to the policies of governments that consider only their own interests in dealing with others’.
 For Weller the study of the heart of the machine is the study of the everyday, pragmatic decisions about getting and keeping power, which he attempts to record dispassionately. His approach is similar to that of Richard Neustadt, an acknowledged influence. He approaches politics through the prism of power, leadership style and the politics of leadership.

Finally, his work is comparative. If interviews and the study of realpolitik hint at a touch of modernist-empiricism in Weller’s work , then his comparative work confirms it. He compares the institutions and roles of the executive across time and space to uncover regularities in the work of prime ministers and the limits to their exercise of power. But note the limits to his ‘conversion’. There may be some quantification (see for example Rhodes and Weller 2001), but there are no probabilistic explanations. 

It is easy to justify this account of Weller’s organizing perspective. Even the most cursory glance at Malcolm Fraser PM (1989) and Cabinet Government in Australia (2007) will show that he is both historian and biographer. He is often explicit and clear about his focus on institutions and positions: ‘This is an institutional study’ (1985, 3); ‘This book … explores the position of prime ministers by exploring their relationships with the most important institutions of government’ (1993, 3). Similarly, the modernist-empiricism of his comparative work is clear: Introducing his First among equals, he argued that ‘by comparing the position of prime minister in four … “Westminster” systems ... I seek to identify the factors that assist or constrain prime ministers in the exercise of their power’ (Weller 1985a, 2). 

The realpolitik strand is not as obvious but can be seen in such phrases as ‘Prime ministers have status that is not matched by the ability to command’ (1989b, 409). Much of the work teases out the limits to power and the reasoning behind everyday routines and pragmatic decisions. Whether it is case studies of Fraser in action (1989), the frank and the fearless (2001) or children overboard (2002), Weller does not rush to judge but to elucidate. The focus, as with Neustadt, is on institutional and broader environmental constraints; on what leaders cannot do or on why they did what they did. The best example of Weller juxtaposing the formalities of Westminster with realpolitik is his 2003 article on cabinet. He distinguishes between the cabinet as the constitutional theory of ministerial and collective responsibility, as a set of rules and routines, as the forum for policymaking and coordination, as a political bargaining arena between central actors, and as a component of the core executive. He then shows how critics of cabinet (or those bemoaning the demise of cabinet government) miss the point because they focus on the myths of cabinet rather than the practices of cabinet. Commentators who justify the alleged demise of cabinet by treating policy-making and coordination as the defining functions of cabinet have failed to notice that these functions have been carried out by several central agencies, including but not limited to the cabinet, for over half a century. To suggest that any post-war prime minister abandoned the doctrine of collective responsibility is nonsense. Unity is essential to electoral success. Leaks are abhorred. Dissenters go. Prime ministers have a pragmatic view of individual ministerial responsibility; ministers go when the political costs of keeping them exceed the costs of a resignation. In sum, Westminster meets realpolitik for a bracing reassessment of the meaning of ‘cabinet’. 

The same organising perspective underpins Weller’s research questions. 

· How powerful are they? The question is of fundamental importance (1983, 1).

· ‘Two immediate questions emerge: how powerful was Malcolm Fraser and how real was the institution of cabinet government while he was prime minister? (1989, xiii).

· How have the procedures of cabinet changed? What impact have those changes had on the relative positions of prime ministers and cabinet? (1993, 5). 

· How did the small and intimate cabinet of 1901 develop into the complicated bureaucratic machine of 2006? (2007, 5).

For all the variations in countries and eras, the constant question is the power of the Australian prime minister whether relatively to cabinet at home, to one another, or to prime ministers in other countries. Thus, he claims his study of Fraser ‘is not a biography’ but ‘a portrait of a prime minister’, and ‘a study in the exercise of power and influence’ (1989, xiii). Always the starting point is the position of the prime minister and his or her power relative to other institutions of government. Always we have a narrative of the person or institution. Always we hear from the archive and the interviewee. Weller exemplifies the realpolitik approach in Australia and has used it to build an impressive body of work. 

The outstanding question is not what Weller has done but what he has not done. There is little engagement with either the theoretical work on executive government or the research agendas on the executive in other countries (see Rhodes 2000 and 2006a). To date he has shown little interest in engaging with social science theory. Time, money and energy limit what one person can do. There are always other research agenda. So, the next step is to return to our two questions and look beyond the Australian case and ask about theory and  fieldwork overseas. That way we can highlight the distinctive Australian features and paint from a broader palette. 

Stories from Abroad 
Theory

The study of the political executive divides into presidential and parliamentary democracies. The latter is the most relevant for our purposes. Studies of the executive in parliamentary democracies fall into four broad groups. For most of the twentieth century, the Westminster approach was the most common framework of analysis. The formal-legal approach dominated and the main method was the historical analysis of positions and institutions. The nearest thing to a theory were two implicit assumptions; first, that power lies with specific positions and the people who occupy those positions; and, second that the ‘efficient secret’ of Westminster was ‘the closer union, the nearly complete fusion, of the executive and legislative powers’ (Bagehot, 1963, 65). In other words, the party or parties with a majority in parliament form the executive and control key positions (that is, prime minister and cabinet). The cabinet is collectively responsible for its decisions, and its members are individually responsible to parliament for the work of their departments. 

Early studies employing the modernist empiricist or behavioural approach focused on political elites, especially the notion of political leadership (see Elgie, 1995; Mughan and Patterson, 1992). There is a plethora of country studies. The popular topics include, for example: the recruitment, tenure and careers of prime ministers and ministers; ministerial and prime ministerial relationships with bureaucracy and other sources of policy advice; their links with political parties, the media and the public; and the resources and personal qualities of ministers and prime ministers (see Jones, 1991). Others are more ambitious. Blondel and Müller-Rommel’s (1993a, 15) work on Western Europe studies ‘the interplay of one major independent variable – the single-party or coalition character of the cabinet – with a number of structural and customary arrangements in governments, and of the combined effect of these factors on decision making processes’ in twelve West European cabinets. It is ‘a fully comparative analysis’ with data drawn from a survey of 410 ministers in nine countries; and an analysis of newspaper reports on cabinet conflicts in eleven countries. 

The core executive approach was developed in the analysis of British government (Rhodes, 1995; Elgie, 1997). The explicit theory at the heart of this approach is known as ‘power-dependence’. It treats the power of the executive as contingent and relational; that is, it depends on the relative power of other actors and events. Ministers depend on the prime minister for support in getting funds from Finance. In turn, the prime minister depends on his ministers to deliver the party’s electoral promises. Both ministers and prime minister depend on the economy to ensure the needed financial resources are available. The approach focuses on the distribution of such resources as money and authority in the core executive and explores the shifting patterns of dependence between the several actors (see Smith, 1999). It directs our attention, therefore, to two key questions: ‘Who does what?’ and ‘Who has what resources?’ 

Rational choice institutionalism focuses on cabinets, coalition formation and prime ministers. One example must suffice. Kaare Strøm and his colleagues (2003, chapters 3 and 23) conceive of parliamentary democracy as a chain of delegation from principals to agents; from voters to their elected representatives, from legislators to the chief executive, from the chief executive to ministerial heads of departments, and from ministers to civil servants. The core theoretical assumption is that principals and agents are in a hierarchic relationship and both act rationally to gain exogenously given preferences. No agent is perfect. So agency loss occurs because the consequences of delegation diverge from the principal’s ideal outcome (due to conflicting interests or inadequate information). When principals know less than agents, two problems occur, moral hazard and adverse selection. Moral hazard arises when an agent takes actions of which a principal disapproves. Adverse selection occurs when an agent is unwilling or unable to pursue the principal’s interests. A principal can use ex ante mechanisms, such as screening of applicants, to control adverse selection problems, and ex post mechanisms, such as contracts, to deal with moral hazard. This framework is then used to analyse, for, example, the strengths of Westminster parliamentary systems, which are said to number coordination and efficiency. 

It is not our aim to assess the respective strengths and weakness of these approaches (see Rhodes, 2006a). We are content to point out there are at least four broad approaches to the study of the core executive. This briefest of brief surveys of the approaches does prompt, however, one obvious conclusion. Studies of the Australian executive remain locked in the formal-legal approach with the occasional dose of modernist empiricism. We began by posing the question of where is the theory. In all truth, to pose the question was to answer it. Australian political science displays its roots in British political science in the shared distaste for American-style theory. For example, Vernon Bogdanor (1999) compares the dogmatism, scientism, and rationalism of American political science in thrall to rigid conceptual structures and programmatic manifestos with the British tradition and he praises the latter’s aversion to ‘over-arching theory’ and ‘positivism’. There would be many an echo of those sentiments among Australian political scientists over the past half-century (see Rhodes, Chapter 1). It is hard to discern the local impact of the latest American programmatic manifestos such as the new institutionalism or rational choice (see McAllister et al., 2003, Part 2). 

Fieldwork 

Rhodes (2006a) surveyed research on the executive in parliamentary systems and identified five key debates in that literature: the power of prime minister and cabinet, often referred to as the ‘presidentialisation thesis’; executive coordination; policy advice and policy capacity; accountability; and the effects of institutional differences. We survey the Australian literature using these headings for two reasons. First, there is a deal of overlap between home-grown concerns and the European and North American literature. For example, with the exception of the ‘presidentialisation debate’, our headings are almost identical to the framework used by Spann and his University of Sydney colleagues in their many manuals on public administration (Spann, 1979, part 4). Second, by comparing Australian research to research elsewhere we can identify both the distinctive Australian contribution and gaps in the home research agenda. We provide only the briefest summary of each debate, focusing on the Australian contribution (or lack of same). Our concern is to identify research based on archives, elite interviews, surveys or other species of fieldwork. We note only in passing commentary on current affairs. 

The power of the prime minister

It is difficult to overstate the scale of the debate about prime ministerial power in the academic literature. It is the defining debate of the Westminster approach. In its current variant, known as the presidentialisation thesis, it refers to three main claims; a centralization of coordination, a pluralisation of advice, and the personalisation of party leadership and elections. The broad argument is common to Westminster systems such as Britain and Canada as well as West European parliamentary systems (see Helms 2005, or Poguntke and Webb 2005). 

What is the Australian contribution? Presidentialism is but one way of discussing the relative power of prime minister and cabinet. Australian political scientists have not engaged with this specific debate and it is not the principal focus of Weller’s work (but see Hart 1992). To a degree it has been picked up in the textbooks (see Cook, 2004, p19-32; Jaensch, 1997, 151-62; Lovell et al. 1998, p75-7; and Lucy, 1993). We will not rehearse the arguments; they are well known. The power of the prime minister and cabinet is the defining debate of executive studies in Australia also. 

Coordination

Problems of coordination loom large and come in two guises – the practical strand of how do we improve it, and the academic strand of what is it and when and why does it work. Pollitt and Bouckaert’s (2000, p79-83 and 165-6) research on public sector reforms in ten countries shows most countries struggle to balance specialisation and coordination. The means are many and varied, outcomes are uncertain.

Coordination is not a new topic for Australian political scientists (see Crisp, 1967 and Kemp, 1986). Spann’s (1973 [1959]) approach to Australian government focuses on coordination, control, budgeting, staffing, and the machinery of government. But, and this point recurs, his contribution is not based on original fieldwork. Rather, he provides empirical compendia of what existed in official documents. He provides map books, rather than analytical research, and prescriptions rather than theory. It is the formal-legal approach with a reformist bent and without history or custom. Such work continues today among practitioners as evidenced by Connecting Government (MAC, 2004, 1), a prescriptive advocacy of the ‘whole-of-government’ approach, defined as ‘public service agencies working across portfolio boundaries to achieve a shared goal and an integrated government response to particular issues’. This ‘whole-of government’ initiative led to much commentary that focused on such problems as getting ministers to buy into the reform and the costs of interdepartmental coordination (Wanna 2006). 

Missing is fieldwork on the conditions that foster coordination, the forms of coordination, and the consequences for the several stakeholders. From research elsewhere, we know that despite strong pressures for more and proactive coordination throughout Western Europe, the coordination activities of central governments are not strategic but intermittent, selective, improvised and reactive (Wright and Hayward, 2000, 33). Lindblom told us in 1965 that coordination is not confined to central coordination by rules; it is also informal and guided by partisan mutual adjustment. The methods by which a decision-maker can induce such adjustments include bargaining, reciprocity, manipulation and compensation. We need studies of such methods in Australian government.

Policy advice and policy capacity

Some argue the core executive is ‘overloaded’. In other words, the demands on the core executive exceed its capacities. Indeed, prime ministers and ministers agreed with the assessment and sought to reform the centre of government. They wanted responsive public servants. They wanted more and better advice. They established new central advice units. They appointed political advisers to help them cope. Others worried about the centralisation, the politicisation of the public service and the accountability of the new breed of advisers (for a 10-country survey of trends see Peters et al. 2000). 

There is a deal of Australian work on this topic. Keating and colleagues (2000) explored the future of Australian governance and institutional capacity, arguing that despite enervating trends most institutions have displayed a degree of robustness. The growth of policy advisers has been reported (Hawker, 1981a; and Walter, 1986) with recurring criticism of their role in protecting the minister – for creating firewalls that protect them not only from outside criticism but also from his or her department, from unpleasant and unwelcome information and from parliament. They are said to exercise power without responsibility (Maley, 2000; Tiernan, 2007). 

Fears about a ‘creeping politicisation’ in Australia date from 1972 (Weller, 1989b, 369). Concerns escalated to the point where many charged that ministers were no longer receiving ‘frank and fearless’ advice (Weller, 2001; MacDermott, 2008). Others saw the shift as civil servants becoming more responsive to their political masters (Weller, 2000). Rhodes and Weller (2001, 238) conclude from their six country survey that top civil servants ‘are selected and kept in part because of their style and approach, in part because of their policy preferences, and in part because ministers are comfortable with them’. They also note that Australia and New Zealand were now the exceptions, and their reforms had gone further and faster than any other country. Whether this process is personalisation or politicisation continues to be hotly debated (see Podger, 2007a and 2007b, and Shergold, 2007). 

The most notable feature of this body of work is how much of it is commentary. With some notable exceptions (see Campbell and Halligan, 1992; Halligan and Power, 2002; Tiernan, 2007; Weller, 2001), anyone reading the literature on, for example, public service reform will note it rarely reports fieldwork. There are few case studies, opinion surveys, elite interviewing programs or ethnographic studies; yet we have the research tools available to explore the subject. 

Accountability
The literature on accountability is vast. Fortunately, Richard Mulgan’s lucid survey not only maps the terrain but also identifies those aspects relevant to executive government. The basic problem is an executive branch that ‘remains over-dominant and too easily able to escape proper scrutiny’ (Mulgan 2003, 113). So, attention is focused the doctrine of ministerial responsibility at the expense of other relevant aspects of accountability such as network accountability or the ‘problem of many hands’. 

The standing of the doctrine of ministerial responsibility and the available evidence is ably summarised by Thompson and Tillotsen (1999, 56): 

if individual ministerial responsibility ever meant that ministers were expected to resign for major policy blunders or for serious errors of maladministration by a government department, it is dead. 

Nonetheless, collective responsibility is alive and well, and ‘if ministers cannot publicly support a cabinet decision or the general direction of government policies, they resign’. However, Dowding and Kang (1998, 412) argue existing studies are ‘impressionistic’ and suffer from ‘a major methodological flaw’; ‘one cannot examine the causes of ministerial resignation by considering only cases where ministers resign: one also needs to consider the cases where they do not resign’.  

The study of network accountability is another oversight. The institutional complexity of networks obscures who is accountable to whom for what. The Australian government works with and through the states and many other agencies; it manages networks, commonly referred to nowadays as partnerships. As Mulgan (2003, p211-4) argues, buck-passing is much more likely in networks because responsibility is divided and the reach of political leaders is much reduced. Once agreement is reached in the network, ‘the latitude for negotiation by public organisations at the top of the network is limited’. The brute fact is that multiple accountabilities weaken central control (Mulgan, 2003, 225). There is some related work by students of federalism and state policy making (see: Galligan, 1995; Painter, 1998). Networks not only obscure accountability but they pose a challenge to executive coordination, and require different management skills to bureaucracy or contracts. They open a major research agenda. 

The effects of institutional differences

The Westminster approach is not only descriptive but also normative. All too often, its proponents display both a preference for strong leadership and a belief that majority party systems deliver more effective government than multi-party, coalition-based systems. The most wide-ranging attempt to measure, rather than assert, the differences between majoritarian and consensual systems is Lijphart (1999a [1984]). He concludes that consensus democracies do outperform majoritarian democracies: ‘majoritarian democracies are clearly not superior to consensus democracies in managing the economy and in maintaining civil peace’ (Lijphart, 1999a, 274, emphasis in the original). So, any claims about the effectiveness or capacity of the Australian executive, or Westminster executives in general, need to be documented, not asserted. There is not now, nor has there ever been, research on the comparative effectiveness of Australian government. 

Conclusions 
What then is the distinctive Australian contribution? The first and initial contribution is the descriptive, formal-legal mapping approach, which charts the positions and institutions of the centre. It is epitomised by the work of Encel and Spann. It is almost devoid of theory, even controversies. The second and more recent contribution comes mainly from Weller and his former Griffith colleagues who focus on specific actors in their institutional location. It comes with a heavy dose of realpolitik. It ponders on how prime ministers and their governments survive and deal with the pressures of office and running the state. It is almost a Faustian paradigm even obsession - rulers are ephemeral, temporal and survive on borrowed time until the dark forces get them. Again, there is not much theory but there is original fieldwork. 

The Australian study of executive politics places practice over theory, commentary over fieldwork, and teaching over research. We have noted at several points the lack of any theory beyond the Westminster organising perspective. The pre-eminence of practice can be seen in the way executive politics is buried in public administration studies of administrative arrangements and practices, in studies of the new public management studies, and in the study of public policy. It is easy to explain these features: for example, there are few political scientists with only limited research funding (see Chapter 1 above). The consequences are also clear. The executive may be the core of Australian government, but it is on the periphery of the Australian study of politics. Are we being too hard or dismissive? We think not. For most of the previous century the political executive was not a distinct field of study. It was not until the late twentieth century and the work of Pat Weller that it took shape. 

If the past is bleak, it means that much remains to be done. Many of the topics covered earlier were and remain challenges and we have identified a lengthy research agenda already; for example, informal coordination, and the comparative study of governmental capacity or effectiveness. We suggest two other promising lines of inquiry – the analysis of traditions, and a political anthropology of executive politics. A traditions approach would examine how socialised beliefs about the political system and its operations shape not only current practices but also how the executive responds to challenges or dilemmas (see Rhodes 2005; Wanna and Weller 2003). A political anthropology approach would view the executive from the vantage point of ‘court politics’ exploring the discourse and gossip as its participants jockey for position and recognition. Official secrecy limits the opportunities for such work but we must not succumb to the rule of anticipated reactions and just assume access will be denied. A political anthropology of the executive’s court politics may be a daunting prospect but it behoves us to try, and it can be done (Rhodes, 2007a; Shore, 2000). 
Why does the study of executive government and politics matter? We care because these policy makers affect all our lives for good or ill. We want to know, therefore, what prime ministers and ministers do, why, how, and with what consequences. In other words, we are interested in their reasons, their actions and the effects of both. To understand their reasons we argue for the study of traditions and a political anthropology of executive politics. 

Whatever the research agenda, whatever the preferred analytical approach, we stress one point above all others. The analysis of the Australian core executive must not be inward looking, oblivious to developments elsewhere in the study of politics. It must not become yet one more of the multiplying subfields of political science. Vim and vigour do not lie in micro-specialisation and in contributing to local debates. They lie in engaging with the bigger debates in comparative politics and political science. Analysing the core executive should be part of these broader, international endeavours. Above all, the challenge is to observe prime ministers, cabinets, ministers and public servants ‘in action’. 
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