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An Taoiseach:
The Irish Prime Minister

Brendan O’Leary

There have been seven Taoisigh since the office of An Taoiseach (the
prime minister) was created in Ireland’s 1937 Constitution: Eamon de
Valera, John A. Costello, Sedan Lemass, Jack Lynch, Liam Cosgrave,
Charles Haughey and Garret FitzGerald. The predecessor of the office
of An Taoiseach was the Presidency of the Executive Council, established
under independent Ireland’s first Constitution of 1922, a post held by two
people William T. Cosgrave (1922-32) and de Valera (1932-37). Thus
independent Ireland has had eight prime ministers since 1922: a small
number, and a low turnover-rate. All eight have been males: hence the
gender-specific designations ‘he/his’ will be used throughout. All have been
Roman Catholics. Four of them were related: Liam Cosgrave was William’s
son, whereas Haughey is married to Lemass’s daughter. Two were the sons
of nationalist revolutionaries who had been ministers: Cosgrave junior and
FitzGerald. One of the eight, de Valera, was Taoiseach for 21 years,
and was president between 1959 and 1973. His charismatic status, by
comparison with his successors, is captured by the assessment that, after he
ceased to be prime minister, ‘Henceforward, there might emerge as leaders
brusque bosses, or genial avuncular pipe-smokers, or earnest barristers,
or amiable dons or ambitious accountants but never again a Messiah.’1
The caustic portraits of de Valera’s successors sketched in the preceding
sentence refer, in consecutive order of condescension, to Lemass, Lynch,
Cosgrave, FitzGerald and Haughey.

The periods of tenure and party-affiliation of Ireland’s prime ministers
are shown in Table 1.2 To date every leader of Fianna Fail has become
Taoiseach: de Valera, Lemass, Lynch and Haughey. By contrast three
leaders of Fine Gael, the second contender in the Irish party system, never
became prime minister: Eoin O’Duffy (1933-34), Richard Mulcahy
(1944-59) and James Dillon (1959-66). Under Mulcahy's leadership
Fine Gael was the largest partner in two coalition governments, but because
of his role in the Irish Civil War and his past Blueshirt enthusiasms3 he was
not an acceptable Taoiseach to one of his party’s coalition partners. The
president of Fine Gael therefore served as a cabinet minister under his
colleague Costello.

Ireland’s prime ministers have presided over single-party majority,
single-party minority and coalition governments (Table 1). Fianna Fail
is the sole party to have had its nominee for Taoiseach sustained by an
elected* working majority in Ddil Eireann. It has won seven general elections
outright and held office as a majority government for nearly 32 years. It
is also the solitary party since 1932 able to sustain itself as a single party
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WEST EUROPEAN PRIME MINISTERS

,M%ocgm:ma has developed a more interrogative stance towards the executive
b in the 1970s and 1980s. mm.oo:a. the Anglocentric bias of the academic
g literature may have unduly influenced Irish reflection on the office of the

\

L'WHAT ARE THE DOMINANT IMAGES OF THE IRISH PRIME MINISTER?

o]

g Two proverbial and antonymic images are deployed to describe either the
personalities or the roles of prime ministers in liberal democracies. The first
contrasts the personalities of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ prime ministers: 9 d

- <-the institutional roles of monocratic and collecti i derships. 1

%..ymm,,.%a UK the allegedly sophisticated way of settli

.me...‘,m_._mmo.mcmmwﬂ :_.m: ,::.ama .m.:oam, personalities ‘prime-ministerial’ government

g5 ofa nnmm_am::m_ _::a.s:: displace collegial ‘cabinet government’ as the ke

fiids e locus of executive decision-making, whereas under ‘weak’ prime 5558%

2 the converse proposition will hold. In Ireland the analogous debate centr

w%mﬂ_whwm nom:_wmﬂ Uo;.\oo: the Taoiseach as ‘chief’ (which is the _:QMM
.wm\,bm Em_wwmahhonﬂrm_m:o designation of the prime minister) or ‘chairman’

; aihmMMoMm\M_ﬁm% :ﬂ_.m:a‘ g comparison with Britain, Eono.mm no evidence

2 ocial scientific or ideological debate beyond this binary contrast

:.Oamm:_mm:o: EmoQ has not been applied to the study of Irish oo::mm
; government. Irish studies of public administration and public policy are
i not extensively developed, and there is no well-developed @o:nv\-mwﬁoa
ﬁv or policy-network focus on the operations of the core executive. In the
: al hriving left-wing tradition whi i
ﬁ“whﬂﬂ.ﬂmnm ﬂm ﬂcvvﬁm of the civil mmj\mmn. nor a oo:_MMvWNMMMMNMMM
1tion which portrays i i

et U%Rm:nwm%.:z_n policy outcomes as the by-product of

: ,::.w almost complete absence of these ideological traditions is easil

_.axw_m_zoa. First, :m_m.:a has never had a left-wing prime minister Erw

&mm had the opportunity to betray the expectations of socialist activists

The closest approximation to such conspiratorial ‘thinking’ is found amon .

.:%:crnm:m who portray Irish prime ministers as puppets of wa:mm

Jimperialism. Second, Ireland has never had a New Right government;

b and it was not characterised by budgetary expansion before the E@Om.

Fo = When the state grew thereafter it was favoured by the bulk of the o_Enmw

njw.mm - E.wr_.:m it difficult for them to blame bureaucrats. Third %_m Irish

%o avil service is B._m:ﬁw_v\ self-effacing by contrast with its i::o:m:,am_maﬁwm

;.- partly because it lacks the same historic pedigree.!5 Such self-effacement

%

i
i

=

THE IRISH PRIME MINISTER 137
reinforces the self-portraits of senior Irish politicians: ‘A politician in
Ireland is expected to be a tough administrator. They regard that role as one
of the purposes of the national revolution establishing the state . . . There
is an innate suspicion of bureaucracy that is a direct carry-over from the
British days, because Dublin Castle was a highly centralised administrative
bureaucracy’.16 Finally, given that Ireland is a small state there is a relative
under-institutionalisation of the core executive, which makes ideological
theories of bureaucratic predominance much less credible.

The ‘chairman’ image of the Irish prime minister is most likely to
be articulated by the Taoiseach!” and civil servants in the Taoiseach’s
department.18 The prime minister chairs meetings of the Government (the
equivalent of the cabinet in other liberal democracies, and distinguished
here by an upper-case G; both terms, Government with a capital G and
cabinet, are used interchangeably hereafter). The Government is the apex
of the parliamentary system, fusing legislative and executive power, and is
collectively responsible to Ddil Eireann. Its ministers are also individually
responsible to Dail Eireann, and are expected to enjoy some degree of
autonomy in the management of their departments. Prime ministers are
limited by political and managerial constraints in their choice of ministers.
Politically they are sometimes regarded as being subject to ‘regional
constraints’ in their choice of ministers, to ensure that the Government
is geographically broadly based, and required to respect a ‘pecking’ order
in the allocation of politically significant posts. Managerially, the prime
minister has to choose 30 government and junior ministers from the limited
pool of fewer than 90 deputies who support him. At least half of these
deputies will be unsuitable for office on grounds of youth, unwillingness to
serve, administrative incompetence, or emergent (or fully-blown) senility.
In this image of the Irish Government the prime minister is seen as a
constitutionally and politically constrained central co-ordinator, primus
inter pares, a curial rather than papal figure, a chairman of his ministerial
colleagues.

Anecdotal evidence can be cited in support of the chairman image.!? It
was how the first Irish prime minister retrospectively presented himself.
Intervening in the Ddil debate on the new Irish Constitution in 1937,
Cosgrave argued that ministerial independence must be protected from
a too assertive prime minister: ‘In this new Constitution . . . the Prime
Minister has been given pre-eminent power and position. In theory, a
case may be made for the exaltation of the Prime Minister as distinct
from other ministers of state . . . {But in my view] Ministers ought to
possess security and a measure of independence.’?0 However, de Valera
riposted that the new Constitution and the new post of Taoiseach merely
codified existing practice; and aspects of de Valera’s style of ministerial
management conformed to the chairman image. He was sparing in his use of
the Taoiseach’s powers to dismiss ministers, forcing only six resignations or
non-reinstatements in 21 years.2! He consulted among his ministers before
calling general elections; and always sought the unity of his cabinet rather
than resort to votes to decide policy questions. This latter insistence led to
his obtaining agreement at cabinet by the ‘force of physical exhaustion’;
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@wand in consequence some of the later de Valera administrations moved
sz very slowly, ‘at the the pace of the last man to be convinced.”?? Less
# surprisingly the Taoisigh in the Fine Gael-headed coalition governments
oo have been portrayed as chairmen. One of Cosgrave’s ministers described

& his' cabinet style as one of ‘quiet authority’; another, asked what he
2% thought of that agreed that he was ‘quiet, certainly’.23 One of FitzGerald's
;ministers described his cabinet management more flatteringly: ‘At the
5 wOmc.:ﬁ table Garret was unfailingly gentlemanly . . . His strongest word
=0k Lo convey disapproval of one’s actions was “unhelpful” . . . His concern to

“in the Irish political system — at least under Fianna Fail governments.
- Furthermore it is argued that even under coalition governments certain
@22%50:8 have increased the political salience of the Taoiseach com-
! ‘pared with other ministers: the growth of big government, and the
-enhanced need for the Taoiseach’s department to play a oo-w:::m::m
trole in promoting economic management and development; the nodality
f the Taoiseach in foreign affairs, especially in the European Community
‘and the management of Anglo-Irish relations; and finally, the functional
i requirements of modern broadcasting media which dictate the person-
3 mﬁm__mm:oa.om political leadership, especially in a milieu characterised by
Uk competitive elections.
. Anecdotal evidence can also be marshalled in support of the chief
image. The alleged regional constraint on ministerial selection is unproven.
Cosgrave senior, despite the gloss he offered on his leadership in the Ddil
statement quoted above, was regarded as ‘the boss’ by his colleagues; and
Em. protestations to the contrary when in opposition can be read as political
point-scoring. De Valera’s dominance of his team is difficult to dispute
+and he was known throughout his party as ‘the Chief’.25 Both Lemass and
" Haughey won from their admirers and detractors the ambiguous sobriquet
- of ‘the boss’. Lynch proved capable of being the first Taoiseach to dismiss
.. powerful ministerial colleagues and rivals, including Haughey, during the
‘arms crisis’ of 1969-70. Even a coalition leader, like FitzGerald, has
been able to use the Taoiseach’s office to launch and pursue major ﬁo_w:nw_
initiatives, such as the New Ireland Forum of 1983-84, and the Anglo-
- Irish Agreement of 1983, against the express reluctance of his cabinet
colleagues.26 Sackings of junior ministers, appointments of close friends

and supporters to key ministerial positions, and resignations of enemies
and rivals have become more frequent in the last two decades Haughey’s

LS LA I LA it

» first two periods of office (1979-81, 1982) gave considerable impetus to
the charge that the Taoiseach’s department had become ‘presidentialised’.
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EVALUATING THE RIVAL IMAGES OF CHIEF OR CHAIRMAN

It would therefore be easy to foresee an Irish debate paralleling the
wearisome controversy in the UK as to whether or not cabinet government
has been displaced by prime-ministerial government. Supporters of the
orthodox ‘chairman’ image can point to the political constraints operating
upon ‘boss-minded’ individuals like Haughey, whose recent style of cabinet
management (1987- ) appears to have been changed by the chastening
experience of party-revolts and electoral defeat in 1982. Proponents of
the media-favoured ‘chief’ image can riposte by suggesting that functional
demands operating on premiers in all Westminster-model democracies are
at work, increasing the autonomy of prime ministers, including those at
the head of coalitions, like FitzGerald — of whom it has been said that
‘he exercised [a] decisive authority in selecting his governmental team and
[b] in weighting it deliberately in favour of his own supporters within the
party’.?’

Such debate would import the confusion evident in the British (and other
national) literature between roles and personalities, and the characteristic
refusal of each school of thought to specify decisive criteria of confirmation
or falsification for the theses being advanced. However, three disciplines
and five methods are available to evaluate the worth of such contesting
conceptions of prime minister, or indeed transcend the framework imposed
by such binary clichés. First, we can engage in constitutional or legal
analysis of the role of the Taoiseach. Second, we can engage in historical
analysis, treat each of the prime ministers in turn, and draw inductive
conclusions. Finally, we can use the disciplines of political science. Here
there are three relevant methods: (i) decision-making case-studies, (ii)
explanatory models which draw upon typologies of core executive decision-
making and upon organisation theory, and (iii) party-government models.

CONSTITUTIONAL ANALYSIS OF THE STATUS OF IRISH PRIME MINISTERS?

Unlike their British counterparts Irish prime ministers have had their roles
defined in three constitutions. The Constitution of Ddil Eireann, drafted
in 1919 at the outset of the war of independence, created the structures
of British cabinet government. Parliamentary procedures and standing
orders also revealed ‘an almost total acceptance of the British pattern of
legislative-executive relations.’?? Attempts to establish a President of the
Republic who would also be the prime minister, and to create powerful
legislative committees on the lines of the American republic, were rejected.
Irish republicanism in its first constitution had decided upon a parliamentary
system modelled on that of Westminster.

The second, and lengthier, Constitution of 1922 was obliged to com-
promise republican nostrums with membership of the British common-
wealth of nations. However, it was much more explicit in its attempt
to make Irish cabinet government deviate from the British model. This
ambition is evident in its articulation of ‘Swiss’ procedures and institutions
designed to prevent strong cabinets from dominating Parliament and the
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general citizenry. There were to be not less than five and not more
than seven members of the Executive Council (Article 51). Provisions
were made for up to five ‘extern ministers’, i.e. non-cabinet technocratic
ministers who need not have been elected politicians, and would be
chosen by and responsible to the Dail (Article 55). Such ministers could

7 provisions for referenda, including the right of popular initiative, as well as
containing procedures for strengthening the powers of the Oireachtas (the

probability of a multi-party assembly as a constraint on executive authority,

oc«_.ocm_v\ intended that the Irish core executive would deviate from its
v British ancestor in its degree of parliamentary and popular accountability

-+ However, their aspirations were not wholly met. The state was born
n n_<.: war, and the losers absented themselves from the Ddil durin
,.”Em first years of state-building. The core executive, under O:Emsm
‘na :Omma:nu_, therefore acquired more political autonomy than the
constitutional designers had envisaged. The provisions for ‘extern’ ministers
were used to appoint politicians rather than technocrats, and were soon
abandoned. The prospect of popular initiative for a referendum was
oBos.wa by constitutional amendment. For most of the 1920s the Executive
Oo::.o__ was able to act rather like a British cabinet. However. the
. constitution appeared to work as intended with the President ow the
Executive Council vis-a-vis his cabinet colleagues. The power of dissolution
. was <mm8ﬁ._ in the Executive Council as a whole (and a Council defeated
:in the Dail was prohibited from demanding a dissolution). The president
_was required to submit the names of his Executive Council to the Ddil for
their approval: and he was subject to maxima and minima in his choice of
ministers. It was also understood that the Constitution implied that the
_dismissal of ministers was a function of the entire Executive Council rather
sthan its president.

The Irish Constitution of 1937 was explicitly intended by de Valera to
-make So new Taoiseach more powerful than the President of the Executive
Council, and similar in status to a British prime minister vis-a-vis his cabinet
colleagues. Article 28 of Bunreacht na hEireann defines the government
and empowers it with the executive power of the state, subject to the
provisions of the Constitution. It specifies that the Taoiseach is head of
the Government (Article 28. 5. 10), and that the Government shall consist
- of not less than seven and not more than 15 ministers. The Taoiseach
:oE_:mHmm.Enmm ministers (Article 13. 1. 20), and may dismiss them ‘for
reason which seem to him sufficient’ (Article 28. 9. 40). The president is
Hmc::w.a to accept ministerial nominees, provided they are approved by
oo M%N.bnunmrm_mﬁw.ﬂm.awmw.% any dismissals requested by the Taoiseach (Article

p, ~ The Taoiseach is obliged to keep the head of statc, the president
informed on matters of domestic and international vo_wov\ (Article 28.
5. 20), whom he advises on the summoning and dissolution of the Dail

3
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‘not be removed from office ‘otherwise than b 1il Ei i .
, : y Ddil Eireann itself, and
then for stated reasons’. (Article 56). The Constitution also embedded

two houses of Parliament). The STV electoral system also maximised the -

oo

ey &
ey

ik
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(Article 13. 2. 1.0). He presents bills for the president’s signature (Article
25.1.), and certifies bills as urgent (Article 24). The Taoiseach is obliged to
nominate a member of the Government to be the Tdnaiste (literally heir-
apparent) or deputy prime minister (Article 28. 6. 1.0). The Taoiseach,
the Tdanaiste and the member of the Government who is in charge of the
Department of Finance are obliged to be members of Ddil Eireann (Article
28. 7. 10). The other members of the Government may be members of
Dail Eireann or Seanad Eireann (the Senate), although the Taoiseach
may not nominate more than two members of Seanad Eireann to the
Government (Article 28. 7. 2. 0)30. The Taoiseach appoints 11 members
of the 60-person Senate (Articles 18.1 and 18.3) which guarantees the
Government a working majority in the second chamber; and he appoints
the Attorney General, who is not a member of the Government but attends
its meetings. Finally, the Taoiseach must resign from office upon ceasing to
retain the support of a majority in Ddil Eireann, unless on his advice the
president dissolves Ddil Eireann and on the reassembly of the Ddil after the
dissolu tion the Taoiseach secures the support of a majority in Dail Eireann
{Article 28. 10.).}

The last provision of Article 28 (12) specifies matters to be ‘regulated
in accordance with law’: including the organisation, distribution and
designation of ministerial responsibilities for the Departments of State.
The relevant statute is primarily found in the Ministries and Secretaries Act,
1924, and subsequent amending acts. These acts specify certain functional
ministries each headed by a minister who is ‘corporation sole’, i.e. legally
accountable for all his department’s acts. These acts make it more awkward
for an Irish prime minister to reorganise central government than it is for
his British counterpart. The relevant acts also provide for the appointment
of junior ministers. In the beginning their number was limited to seven.
Since then the number has been increased to 15, and their titles have
been changed from ‘parliamentary secretaries’ to ‘ministers of state’. These
junior ministers rarely attend cabinet meetings, apart from the Government
Chief Whip, who is designated Minister of State at the Department of the
Taoiseach (and of Defence) and arranges the parliamentary time-table.

What is the position of the Taoiseach compared with the other consti-
tutionally established organs in Bunreacht na hEireann? The Constitution
devotes more than twice as many sentences to defining the functions of the
head of state, the president, as it does to the provisions empowering the
head of the Government. However, the president is primarily a symbolic
figure, despite his French traits: he is directly elected (Article 12. 2. 10);
holds office for seven years and is capable of being re-clected once more
(Article 12.3); is the supreme commander of the defence forces (Article
13.4); possesses the right of pardon (Article 13.6) and can appoint and
dismiss members of the Council of State (Article 31. 2. and 31. 7). The
president’s status as a political cipher is none the less spelled out in one
key provision: ‘The powers and functions conferred on the President by
this Constitution shall be exercisable and performable by him only on the
advice of the Government, save where it is provided in this Constitution
that he shall act in his absolute discretion or after consultation with . . .
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the Council of State32 or an i

. -+ . 0r...any other person or bod
9). Thus judges are appointed by the Emm_am_ﬂ i
the Government (Article 35).

There are, however, four isi i i i i
. ) . provisions which give the presid
m:ma_w: of the constitution and the . ! o oo 28
a meeting of either of both houses of the Oireachtas, a provision intended

for emergencies. Second, if a majorit
third of the Dal pesmer, jority of the Seanad and not less than a

Defence, Patrick Donegan, riposted by publicly describin ,
commander of the defence forces as a .H:::ﬁam::mv\&mmmmno, Qm: ”WM MMWMMN“M
attributions). Uo:omm: offered his resignation, but the Taoiseach Liam
Cosgrave, :w?mo.a.:, indicating that a letter of apology would m,cmmoa
He 5.@8.3 precipitated the furious president’s resignation in defence om
Eﬂ ﬁ.__m:_@. of his office. Cosgrave then acted with consummate party-
political skill. He colluded with opposition leader Lynch in allowing *o:dwn.
mcnovom.: Commissioner Patrick Hillery to be nominated unopposed for
the presidency — and thereby removed one of Fianna Fail's most popular

politicians. He dispatched one of his party loyalists and senior ministers to, -

Brussels, and reshuffled his cabinet (including Donegan) in a way which

rewarded his stalwarts. The fact that a Taoiseach had no compunctions

about letting a senior B.m:mm.ﬂﬁ publicly abuse the head of state’s entirely
proper use of his constitutional prerogatives speaks volumes about the

status of the presidency.33 Fourth, and finally, the president has it in

his ,mvmo_._:o discretion’ to refuse to dissolve Ddil Eireann on the advice
of a Taoiseach who has ceased to retain the support of a parliamentary

majority (Article 12. 20). This right has never been used. In 1938 and

1944 the president acceded to de Valera’s request for dissolutions after
the government sustained defeats in the D4il. In 1989 there were four
feasible scenarios for government-formation after Haughey had failed
to win his party a parliamentary majority: another Fianna Fiil minorit

government, a Fianna Fiil-Progressive Democrats coalition, a Ew::w
Fail-Fine Qmm_ coalition or another general election. Haughey m:,:w:. ted to
pursue the first scenario but was defeated in the nomination for Hacmqmamr

The nominees of other parties also failed to be elected. Haughey <mn.
reluctantly, was obliged to tender his resignation as Taoiseach m.:g Hw
head a caretaker administration. This outcome was unprecedented, and
Eoﬁwrma Immense speculation because of uncertainty about the R_m<m:~
constitutional provisions. Article 13 (1) makes it clear that only Dail
Eireann can nominate the Taoiseach, and suggests that the vnomanv_\: can
play no formal role in finding a Taoiseach when no party or coalition enjoys
a majority in D&il Eireann. Article 13 (2) 2 declares that “The wnomLowﬁ

people’s rights. First, he may convene -
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may in his absolute discretion refuse to dissolve Ddil Eireann on the advice
of a Taoiseach who has ceased to retain the support of a majority in Ddil
Eireann’. Three constitutional controversies were at stake. First, would the
president, for the first time in the history of the state, exercise his absolute
discretion and reject a request for a dissolution if Haughey were to make
such a request? Second, would the caretaker Taoiseach, who had never en-
joyed the support of the 26th Ddil, have the constitutional right to request
such a dissolution? Third, would the president have the right to play the role,
executed by presidents and monarchs in other parliamentary systems, of
finding another prime minister who could win the confidence of the legisla-
ture? Sadly for lovers of constitutional imbroglios these questions were not
definitely answered because the crisis was solved by the formation of a
coalition government between Fianna Fail and the Progressive Democrats.
To date, therefore, no Irish president has acted as a major constraint on
a Taoiseach or his Government. Indeed the tone of the Irish presidency
was set by its first three holders who have been described as ‘elderly,
inert and scrupulous in keeping themselves outside and above political
argument’.34 Since 1973 there has been no contest for the presidency,
Patrick Hillery being nominated unopposed in 1976 and 1983.* His tenure
has been uneventful, although he did convene the Council of State to
consider the constitutionality of two measures: a bill giving British citizens
the right to vote in Irish parliamentary elections, and a Criminal Justice bill.
The Constitution explicitly and implicitly grants the Taoiseach and his
Government considerable power over the legislature. The Qireachras is
primarily a formal processing machine for governmental initiatives. The
Taoiseach is responsible for the order of business in the Ddil and controls
that of the Senate. The Government is not even bound by convention
to announce its parliamentary programme in advance of each session.33
Government bills are rarely substantively amended, and private members’
bills are never successful. The Taoiseach and the Government have an
exclusive monopoly on public expenditure proposals: ‘no law shall be
enacted, for the appropriation of revenue or other public moneys unless the
purpose of the appropriation shall have been recommended to Ddil Eireann
by a message from the Government signed by the Taoiseach’ (Article 17.2).
Parliamentary control over executive expenditure, as in other Westminster
systems, is very weak. Despite recent modifications, the Ddil’s committee
system does not provide an effective check against executive dominance.
Moreover, deputies use ministerial question time to raise constituency
matters at the expense of policy or general administrative issues. In
any case, the Taoiseach and Government ministers find evasion, or an
appeal to executive confidentiality, as simple means for avoiding awkward
questions. The Government’s own internal and confidential memoranda

*In 1990, after this essay was completed. the presidency was contested. In a surprise outcome
Mrs Mary Robinson, supported by the Labour Party and the Workers™ Party, defeated Brian
Lenihan, the Fianna Fail candidate. She won after receiving most of the second-preference
transfers of the third-placed candidate, Austin Currie of Fine Gael. Robinson is the first female
president and first winning candidate not supported by Fianna Fail. Lenihan’s campaign
imploded when he appeared to have lied about his conduct in the early 1980s.
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for legislative procedures dramatically confirm the power of the executive,

Sponsoring departments must consult the Department of Finance and any

in the matter. Should a bill affect
constitutional provisions then the Attorney General must be consulted,

other department with an interest

The general propos
sent to the parliam

and Seanad. In nearly all cases these draft bills then become laws.

The Government is, however, responsible to Ddil Eireann (Article
28.4.1), and is required to ‘meet an

collectively responsible for the De
members of the Government' (Art
significantly constrain the executiv
In any case under coalition gov
quently breaks down without pro

alis then drafted for Government approval before being

icle 28.4.2), but these provisions do not
e as they do not appear to be justiciable.

against a family planning bill being introduced by one of his other ministers
- a flagrant breach of Article 28. 4. 20. A simiiar bill being introduced in
1978 by Haughey, then minister for Health, was opposed by one of his

events justify the axiom that collective
does not extend to matters of contraception.

The Irish executive, like its British counterpart
in a potent position compared with the head of state, and the legislature.
Moreover, it presides over a unitary political system which has some
claims to compete with the UK for the title of the most centralised
state in Western Europe - local government having been progressively
emasculated. However, unlike its British counterpart the Irish executive
_is constrained by a formal constitution and a Supreme Court. Although the

government appoints judges to the Supreme Court when vacancies arise,
and often on the basis of party-affiliation, they have no immediate control
- over them — except the so far unused power of impeachment. Indeed in
£~ the last three decades the independence of the Supreme Court has become
t- much more important, both in protecting citizens’ constitutional rights
“and in constraining executive action. In the period March 1984 to July
11987 more than 200 constitutional cases were decided in the courts.36
\'‘Moreover two referenda were forced on governments in the 1980s as a

direct result of Supreme Court decisions. In the first, the Ninth Amendment
of the Constitution Act, 1984, was passed to allow the Oireachtas to
enfranchise non-citizens resident in the state. This measure was part of
Prime Minister FitzGerald’s ‘constitutional crusade’ to make Ireland more
* politically attractive to unionists in Northern Ireland. The Supreme Court
- had earlier ruled that the Electoral (Amendment) Bill, 1983, which had
i sought to extend the franchise to British citizens resident in Ireland was
repugnant to the Constitution (in Re Art. 26 and the Electoral (Amendment)
~Bill 1983, 1984 IR 286). In the second, the Tenth Amendment of the
Constitution Act, 1987, was passed, allowing the Statc to ratify the Single
rEuropean Act (SEA). The Supreme Court had ruled, in a split verdict,
. that the SEA infringed Irish sovereignty and therefore the Constitution (in

entary draftsmen, and subsequent circulation to the Ddil

d act as a collective authority’, and ‘be |
partments of State administered by the

ernments ‘collective responsibility’ fre- -

voking a constitutional crisis. One Tao- _
iseach, Liam Cosgrave, supported by another minister, in 1974 voted

cabinet colleagues and long-standing political rivals, James Gibbons. These
responsibility in Irish government

, 1s therefore generally .
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Crotty v. An Taoiseach 1987 1LRM 400). The moczqm.,\nﬁ&nﬁ _m: EM OHM:M
case, and the reasoning behind it, have QBE.m:n implications oaa” Hm mM :mo
of Ireland’s executive power in foreign ﬁ.o:ou_\.ﬁ Some M%M_MMMSQ :w”o by
i international agreemen
ruling casts doubts on many of the in | . {eredinto by
i i i f the United Nations and the Ang
Ireland, including Irish membership o dl -
i : d that it is necessary to propos
Irish Agreement of 1985, and have argued ti . 3 opose
ituti t judicial regulation of interna
a constitutional amendment to preven | QOfinternationa
than pursue this course, the Gov
agreements. However, BEQ 1 pu  overnment
tional amendment enabling
chose to propose a pragmatic constitutior
to ratify ﬁﬂm %m>. Pending future cases it is however reasonable to conclude
that the Supreme Court has circumscribed the scope of executive autonomy
in foreign affairs. .
This mnmimi of the constitutional status oﬂﬂ%m ﬂﬂcawmn} MMMW:MMM
ili i i f whether he is a
facilitate an easy verdict on the issue o :
or chief. Zoégwr one tentative and literally inexact assessment m:w:
‘Perhaps one general trend can be discerned: both .nosm:ﬁ:moamm_m% Hmo:NN,_u_ww
1 sin
acti d power of the Taoiseach have increase > 19
B ot 3_.@ a i hough the Taoiseach’s constitutional
is not constitutionally sustainable. Althoug . - nal
i t of the President of the Execu
role and powers, compared with that of . .
Council ,wmqm increased by the Constitution of Guﬂ:::m ﬂm:mmﬂmmw:mw
i ) trend’ since there have
cannot be referred to as ‘a mmamﬂ_
subsequent increases in the constitutional mm ovﬂo%% to mﬁwﬂﬁowﬁmﬂ%mm
1 hether the Taoisea
and competences of the Taoiseach. W . )
practice’ ﬂmm been subject to a mnoig-ﬁm:a is something to be resolved,
if at all, by historical rather than legal evidence.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TAOISEACH

A proper historical analysis of Ireland’s Taoisigh would require five a“m:ﬂnn“
elements: histories of their management of their o%c:_ﬂxm, Wﬂ&ﬁ%ﬂw&mi
ies; i licy-making initiatives and styles. ull ove
parties; and of their policy ia . (A full overview
i the ‘success’ o g
would also require criteria for appraising
leaders — voﬁrnm: style and substance. However, there are no ﬂ.m::w_ amq
widespread criteria for assessing performance in the leadership :MB :8m
The development of such criteria and assessments cannot be at m_ﬁsn ”
here. Instead I appraise whether or not there have been any a_mﬂ.:.gnw .ﬂwﬂ:@
in the leadership styles, policy-activities and popularity of Taoisigh i
last 30 years. . N
ﬁoEWmm,m premiership (1959-66) was <_mM~M:m< m_mm Uaowm %%MMEMW
i e Valera, an
from the somnambulism of the _mmﬁ. years o . n
way for Ireland’s economic modernisation ::o.cm: his a.n.n_m_ozmM ﬂo%wn:
Ireland’s markets to foreign investment, w:aU:_mragmjoﬁua%:w%m”w_o —“N
i doubt that his cabin
of economic initiatives. There is also no i : :
brisk, if not brusque, and votes rather than consensus decided _mmw:nm in
moé«::ﬁ:r However, although Lemass organised the transfer o<c_o€m,n
away from the revolutionary gerontocrats who had made up de M.MMw:m
cabinets he did so gradually — and one revolutionary <m8~ﬂ:w :_ Emm,
survived as a minister until 1969. A ‘boss’ he may have been, but he



FIGURE 1
SATISFACTION-RATINGS OF TAOISIGH 1976-90 (IMS/MRBI POLLS)
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FIGURE 2
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no tyrant. One admirer has cast Lemass in an heroic mould: ‘The essence
of the Lemass approach [was] the attempt to substitute the performance
principle for the possessor principle in Irish Life.” Unlike his predecessors,
he avoided invoking Ireland’s allegedly ‘Christian’ mission in the world, and
focused upon trying to increase economic growth and reduce emigration.
Lemass in Lee’s judgement was a visionary because he tried to fashion a new
national character, through directing economic expansion and competition.
However, the project was not viable: ‘The Lemass strategy could probably
operate effectively only in an Ireland of little Lemasses.” Greatness in
Irish political culture, according to the same analyst, is defined in terms
of defiance of the external enemy, and were it otherwise the true stature
of Lemass’s premiership would be properly recognised.3®
His successor, Lynch, appeared a compromise choice, elected by the
parliamentary party after Fianna Fail’s first leadership contest. His initial
cabinet therefore contained three serious rivals for his job, George Colley,
Neil Blaney and Haughey. However, it was not just for this reason
that Lynch self-consciously reverted to de Valera’s manner of conducting
business: ‘I liked to engage everyone around the table the way Dev did,’
.- whereas ‘Lemass was more direct in handling Government meetings’.40
: . His avuncular, calm personality and gentle political style differed markedly
~+ from that of Lemass, winning him warm electoral approval, although the
. policies pursued by his cabinets were no different. There was however
a marked deceleration in ‘liberalisation’ under his first premiership. For
¢ instance, he ignored the report of the Committee on the Constitution
.+ established by Lemass. Once Lynch had won his first general election
© and secured an overall parliamentary majority, his authority within the
party was established. His leadership survived the ‘arms crisis’ of 1970
and his parliamentary party was forced to back him or risk a showdown
with the electorate. His Northern Ireland policy, which put the stability
of the Irish Republic before re-unification aspirations continued the tacit
revisionism which Lemass had initiated. Lynch’s predicament, having
to talk like a republican and act like a pragmatist,4! had considerable
rapport with the electorate. He was a sufficiently strong party leader
by 1973 to survive an election defeat. He could hardly be blamed given
that Fianna Féil's share of the first-preference vote had actually risen
(defeat was occasioned by disciplined transfers of preferences between
- Fine Gael and Labour voters). There was no denying Lynch’s dramatic
~electoral popularity (see Figures 1 and 2). Having led Cosgrave in the
‘satisfaction rankings’ from the first steady public opinion polls to be
- conducted in Ireland he went on to win his party a triumphant electoral
victory in 1977, obtaining his party an absolute majority of the first-
preference vote — a distinction de Valera had accomplished only once
(in 1938). Immediately afterwards he enjoyed a breathtaking 85 per cent
satisfaction-ranking as Taoiseach. However, factionalism was by now rife
within Fianna Fiil; and his cabinet’s mismanagement of the Irish economy
eroded his wider appeal and predominance among his colieagues. His last
years in office as stagflation gathered and budget-deficits grew pari passu,
were turbulent and indecisive, as supporters of Haughey and Colley vied
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for the expected succession, and Fine Gael, _o.m by m.:NOoBEm jo:ﬁ:ﬂo%_
an effective challenge to Fianna Fail's conception of itself as the ‘na
vernment’. .
nmwmw”w_m mwomm:ﬁd (1973-77) was a craggy, m.::o<o§ma and oo:m:ﬁ.ﬂmm
Taoiseach. Intensely conservative and patriotic he none :.5 _mm.m Eﬂmmm .M:
over the partial ‘social democratisation’ of Irish politics. His cabinet o !
the talents’ included some of the most liberal ministers ever to menm w~
Irish cabinet: FitzGerald at Foreign Affairs, uc.m::. Keating of La ow: w
Industry and Commerce, and Oo:on.OE_mo O’Brien oﬁ.hmcoca at mo%w
and Telegraphs. However, no one¢ gives Cosgrave credit for any M\na c
coalition’s imaginative policy-initiatives. Indeed he had ._:mﬁrmcwwﬁ:n 2
leadership challenge within his party before he became ﬂ,ncam.an - Nor : the
less he immediately stamped his authority upon his party’s nmdﬁﬂ 35.5:8m
making FitzGerald minister for Foreign Affairs, and Richard F %wﬂ:ﬂ:@mm:
of Finance, despite the fact that their portfolios in omnOm.:_ow.ﬁ w@ et
reversed. Interpreted, correctly, as a manoeuvre to sideline ! _:N m_q Bo.
the switch eventually backfired when Ryan took the brunt omm oQ wE
for the coalition government’s economic management, leaving Fitz omwo:“
unsullied by domestic policy disasters, as the most ocSocm:m:_ounmmn o
candidate. Cosgrave’s reshuffle of Fine Gael ministers after the Don m_m
affair showed similar ruthlessness in promoting friends and m_am_._:,_:m J<w .
He was forced, however, to rely on Fine Gael’s ,mon._ aoaoﬂm:ao ::Emﬁowm_
to bridge the gaps between him and the hmcn.: ministers, and to mcm wrw
his government’s cohesion. Moreover, he E_mb:wmna. E,o M:MEWM the
general election called in 1977. The mn_m_oaom ﬂ.._o coalition’s defeat tor
is i iate resignation of the party leadership. .
:_ﬂw\:mmw_omwcmrow Wmomam ﬂacimw% in 1979 he was severely :m:a_omnmﬂ.
First, he was a controversial choice. &_Eoﬁ._m.r he had an o:a.S:_m_ g
track-record as an energetic and innovative minister of Em:nnN agriculture
and finance in the 1960s, his career was blighted by the .m_nam_n:m_m-
of 1970. Though he was found not guilty of charges of a:.mmm mmmﬁ
running to Northern Ireland, questions about his wo:a:ﬁ and ju mMB t
demanded answers. The trial provoked a long-running feud between u:%
and Desmond O’Malley on one side, and Haughey on the o%%h M
rebuild his political career within the party Haughey dmnw::m_ :an ﬂ.—%aa
nationalist in rhetoric, although he had not been previously identi %ﬁ
with ‘republicanism’. The Irish media were :8.:_@ to him, aMmJ:ﬂm the
origins of his financial wealth, and at best regarding him as an a _.<o= ﬂﬂmﬂ
opportunist.42 Second, Haughey had been elected by the vmar_mam. ::<
Fianna Fail Party over the nearly unanimous opposition of t oﬁnﬁm <%
cabinet and junior ministers, and by a margin of a mere m:m.<o~ es %:Q
his rival George Colley, Lynch’s preferred choice. Haughey’s firs nm n
therefore dramatically over-represented his enemies. Colley procee _o | ﬁo
elaborate a bizarre and unprecedented doctrine of ‘conditional loyalty .o_
the new Taoiseach. Moreover he insisted on :.mS:mr m,<mmo on @.w ﬂws__mmm:wﬁ
appointments to Justice and Defence, fearing that :mcmwc& :Mw:‘;ﬂm
maintain Lynch’s security policy against republican m:d<.nﬂm_<mm. o .
Haughey became Taoiseach amidst a severe economic crisis, exacer M m8
by government mismanagement, and he did not appear prepare
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coMp TABLE 2
ARATIVE ANALYSIS OF ‘SATISFACTION RATINGS’ OF TAOISIGH, 1976-90 K
. o
. (a) 1976-90
Taoiseach maxi L.
Cosgrave mme::E EEA_«MEE median mean
wén_. 85 54 45.5 46.6
laughey 67 38 67 64.5
FitzGerald 56 36 53 513
- 47 46.4
Taoiseach (b) 1976-89 !
Tenure Average lead over .
c Leader of the
osgr iti
Ssm%é 1976-7 -14.0: r%n ﬂnom:_o:
Haughey (1) 1977-9 - 2.4: FitzGerald
FitzGerald (1) 1979-81 —13.8: FitzGerald
Haughey (2) 1981-2 + 6.2:Haughey
FitzGerald (2) _%m%u ~13.5:FitzGerald
H ~ - 0.1:
aughey (3) 1987-9 + H.m“wmmmw&

Source: Calculated from IMS/MRBI polls.

implement the necessary program irshi
. me of * ics.’
he was handicapped by the ?W that :momm e sororomics.

for six years (1979-86) was consis
appeal (see Table 2). This gap émmﬁmmﬁwwh
for Fianna Fail was usually dramatically ab
Yet despite calling and losing a general el
as leader of Fianna Fiil
coalition government. mcm
the February 1982 election
O’Malley and O’Donoghue.
make a ‘pork-barrel’ deal wi
ﬂmcamnnx, but at the head o
will go down in history in C
‘GUBU’, after Haughey de
In a murder inquiry as ‘grot
His short stay in office w

Finally,
ced a leader of Fine Gael who
o outperform him in electoral
more dramatic as poll support
ove that for Fine Gael.
r ection in 1981 Haugh i
aided by E.o parliamentary iommwsnov\mwcm_ﬂmm
after he failed to win an overall majority in
a leadership challenge was intimated from
Em.:::m faced down this threat, he was able to
th _:.aovw:aoa TDs and returned to power as
fa minority government. His 1982 government
onor Onc_ww O’Brien’s phrase as the year of the
scribed the involvement of his Attorney General
esque, unpredictable, bizarre and unbelievable.’

abuse of office, on the vwww %WMM%MM%% e ience, if not close
, rial appointees who were his
close

olitica . L
%Bvo_anmw_hmmmmw_”%wwn:cﬁc._w the minister of Justice. He allocated the most
r ministries to his loyali i i ini
o on IStri yalists, including the
Hin memw—ﬂwnﬂwm”_:o::om Ténaiste to Ray MacSharry. The :mdvmﬁ Nﬂﬂ__wﬁvw%n%
ot o Rm_nomMo %m:r.m:a the regular association of his ministers with
A wwom IM:M__Hca_:m the telephone-tapping of journalists
f . - uce € unprecedented ste i
ivals . 1 ( p of a motion of ‘no
aughey’s leadership being debated within the Fianna Fiil

confidence
parliamentary party. Haughey was able to guarantee backing from all but
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two of his cabinet — O'Malley and O'Donoghue decided to resign — and
his supporters were able to win a majority for a roll-call vote rather than
a secret ballot on the motion of no confidence. Haughey won by 58 votes
to 22, but when he lost another general election at the end of the year he
seemed doomed. However, he survived a parliamentary party motion of no
confidence in his leadership by 40 votes to 33 by orchestrating support in the
wider party, and skilfully playing off his multiple rivals against each other.
This time the vote had been by secret ballot, and thereafter he was able to
increase his grip on the party, and expel his most serious rivals, notably
O’Donoghue and O’Malley. In late 1985 and early 1986 the departure
of dissidents to form a new political party, the Progressive Democrats,
cemented Haughey’s party leadership.** Therefore, when he returned to
government in 1987 he gave a much more assured performance, executing
U-turns in policy-commitments with consummate ease, and showed some
of the political flair of his earlier ministerships. More relaxed about his
leadership, his cabinet management appeared to become more consensual
and collegiate. Haughey has been an effective cutback-manager since 1987,
extensively engaged in economic policy-making, and much less preoccupied
than FitzGerald with making initiatives on Northern Ireland or within the
European Community. In part these traits are by-products of circumstance,
but also suggest, contrary to the expectations of both friends and enemies,
that Haughey had never really been an ideological politician or a visionary
with programmatic commitments. Rather he is at his happiest in symbolic
politics and managing government departments: what one might expect
of an ‘ambitious accountant’. However, despite his increased satisfaction-
ratings as Taoiseach (see Figure 2 and Table 2), he continues to be a poor
performer during general election campaigns which makes it impossible for
him to enjoy the authority commanded by his predecessors as Fianna Fail
leaders.

FitzGerald has been the most successful Fine Gael leader and Taoiseach
in party-political terms. He led his party to the highest levels of support it
has ever enjoyed in Irish public opinion polls or in general elections. He
is the first undisputed leader of his party to have been Taoiseach twice;
and on four occasions helped prevent the election of majority Fianna
Fail administrations. Strangely described as an ‘enigma’ by one of his
biographers, he is best understood as an energetic pluralist intellectual,
anxious to liberalise Irish social policy and the Constitution, both for
its own sake and to encourage rapprochement with Ulster Protestants.
He endeavoured to manage the Irish economy in a social democratic
manner even though circumstances were not propitious. He will be
remembered for launching the New Ireland Forum, and negotiating
the Anglo-Irish Agreement; and as the Taoiseach whose constitutional
crusade was compromised by opportunism and ran up against the barriers
to pluralism in a Catholic-dominated country. He promised, at the height
of electoral competition with Fianna Fail in 1981-82, a referendum to
constitutionalise the outlawing of abortion, and in 1986 his government
presented a foolishly worded referendum proposal in a failed attempt to
legalise divorce. His cabinet style was consensual and collegial, although
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he was criticised by his colleagues for being long-winded, over-zealous
in trying to persuade 9.@3 of his views, and prone to turning a cabinet
:w_m_m.::m._io an academic seminar. He displayed a formidable mastery of
w _M ministers’ briefs and actively commented on their portfolios. None the
wo%m :w Mm\mmrﬂaoéma Em minister for Foreign Affairs both within cabinet
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foreign affairs and economic management. These policy-zones are where
we would expect prime-ministerial salience, and consequently in-depth
investigation might enable us to see better the limits on any Taoiseach. Itis
perhaps easiest to analyse prime ministers’ roles in attempted constitutional
transformations. Only one prime minister, de Valera, has designed the
constitution of his choice, and was able to enhance the Taoiseach’s status.
However, subsequently even strong prime ministers have been unable to
change the constitution without widespread consensus. Both de Valera and
Lynch failed in the constitutional referendums they launched to change the
electoral system away from STV to something which would have suited
Fianna Fail. Cross-party consensus, or at least consensus across Fianna
Fail and Fine Gael, is vital to successful constitutional transformation —
as with the repeal of the special position of the Roman Catholic Church
in 1972, entry into the EC in 1972, and acceptance of the Single European
Act in 1987. Constitutional change is not something which can be affected
simply by the will of powerful or popular prime ministers.

There is also a dearth of in-depth investigations of prime-ministerial
power and influence in foreign affairs.4 Historians have established that
de Valera was pre-eminent among his colleagues in this arena, holding
the ministry of Foreign Affairs for most of his premiership. Most of his
colleagues deferred to his ‘expertise’ in the development of his Ulster
‘policy’ or rather ‘policies’, or in handling Anglo-Irish relations. Indeed
British ministers gathered the impression that de Valera did not confide
with his colleagues, and noted his reluctance to commit matters to paper.4’
None the less even de Valera had to tread carefully between the rhetoric
his party espoused, and the realities of Northern Ireland — which often
prevented the elaboration of feasible policies. The Northern Ireland policies
of all subsequent Irish prime ministers have been equally constrained by
nationalist shibboleths, but in the absence of in-depth study a convincing
judgement would be premature. The argument that EC membership has
enhanced the prime minister’s power in foreign affairs is a commonplace
in Ireland, as it is in other member states. However, this thesis has not
been systematically examined. The EC, especially after the SEA, both
limits and pools the sovereignty of states, so there is no reason to believe
in principle why it should not both constrain and enhance the position of
the executives of these states. Indeed, given the degree to which every
ministerial function is ‘internationalised’ by EC responsibilities, might it
not be just as plausible to contend that the Taoiseach and domestic ministers
are collectively obliged to engage in the steady erosion of the prerogatives
of the Department of Foreign Affairs? Although EC membership may
have blurred the traditional boundaries between domestic and foreign
policy, weakened foreign ministers, and obliged prime ministers to play
a greater co-ordinating role across foreign and domestic ministries, we
cannot conclude, in the absence of in-depth decision-making studies, that
the power of domestic ministers relative to the Taoiseach had declined.*®

Finally, the role of the Taoiseach and his department in economic
management has not received widespread attention cither from economists
or political scientists. However, one excellent study of wage-regulation
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between 1970 and 1987 implicitly suggests that Ireland’s core executive
lacks the necessary institutionalisation to develop the effective corporatist
economic strategies practised successfully in other small democratic states
The core executive, the employers and trade unions alike lack the ammmmm
of disciplined organisation to make centralised wage-bargaining work;
the scope of governmental control over economic performance is :anm
because the core executive lacks the necessary strategic capability and
precision; m:._a m:.dm:v: because the organisation of political issues in Ireland
does not primarily follow socio-economic cleavages, the development of
corporatist institutions is inhibited.*> Nevertheless, both Haughey-led
governments since 1987 have appeared to be shifting this pessimism
about the capabilities of the Irish core executive. Notwithstanding multiple
difficulties, the government has successfully negotiated a corporatist wo-
gramme for national recovery which has delivered a remarkably moé
_:mw:o: rate. However, such reflections refer to the capabilities of the
executive as a whole: at present there is no literature on key economic
w%n_mﬁz..amx_:m which evaluates the relative salience of the Taoiseach,
EMMMM%”Q for Finance and other actors in the Irish economic policy
- Explanatory models and organisation theory. Irish political scientists and
policy analysts have not, thus far, used organisation theory or mem:wﬁoJ\
ano_m.a the core executive. Only the first two of five perspectives detected
by reviewers of er British core executive literature (prime-ministerial
government, cabinet government, ministerial government, segmented
decision-making and bureaucratic dominationS!) have been applied in
:.o_w:a.. However, there is no reason why matters must remain thus
First, given the absence of a developed cabinet sub-committee mv\mﬁo:w
— except with respect to Northern Ireland and the EC - there are good
reasons to suppose that Jones's conception of ‘ministerial government’
provides a convincing description of key features of Irish government.52
Political and administrative departmentalism are regularly reported b
_m.z::w__mﬁm., and accounts of such tendencies figure heavily in Husse ,M
diary-entries on her role as Education minister under FitzGerald _zamwa
.@mow.omw_m to reform Irish central administration have foundered .o: their
implications for ministerial autonomy.53 Moreover the Irish Government is
constitutionally constrained to be a body of no more than 15 ministers. This
provision not only conforms to Parkinson’s law that the size of an mmmo:,\o
working committee should never exceed 15, but also, when combined with
other constitutional conventions, has restrained the development of an
extended sub-committee structure — and thus prevented prime ministers
from deploying one well-known control-technique. Ministers are jealous
of their constitutional powers and fight to sustain them — encouraged b
their departmental civil servants. Y
mo.no-,a, there is scope for applying the concept of ‘segmented decision-
making’ to Irish government. The idea here is that prime ministers
concentrate Em: attention on privileged policy-domains where they expect
to be predominant over their colleagues, whereas in other domains mﬁ
expect ministerial or collegial decision-making to prevail. For example ﬁovm
FitzGerald Northern Ireland and development-aid were reserved mmm:o.m” ‘I
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made it clear at the beginning [to the Government] that there were one or
two things on which I would expect support. Northern Ireland was one,
development-aid was another on which they knew they wouldn’t be able
to get me on . . . For the rest I ran the Government democratically. Okay
[issues} were taken to a vote, and I was in a minority in Government, as
often as not, I accepted that, but not on Northern Ireland. So that on
Northern Ireland they knew they couldn’t bring it to a vote, and wouldn’t
attempt to, because it was something that mattered too much to me.’34 This
revealing insight on the impact of one prime minister’s special interests on
government decision-making is one which needs to be followed up to see it
is of general applicability to all Taoisigh.

Third, the role of the ‘permanent government’, the Irish civil service,
on the operations of the core executive cries out for greater research.
Finally, studies are warranted which investigate the Irish core executive
through testing contingency theory, ‘bureaumetrics’ and other ideas in the
organisation theory literature. Since such conceptions and theories have
not been tested we do not know what they might reveal about the roles
of Irish Taoisigh.

None the less a brief inspection of the structure of the Taoiseach’s
department suggests the relevance of the ‘segmented decision-making’
conception of the Irish core executive. The department’s key policy-
activities and divisions in 1990 are as follows: Government Secretariat and
General Division, Northern Ireland and International Division; Economic
and Social Policy Division; Arts and Culture Division; Special Devel-
opments Projects; Personnel; and Finance and Management Services
Division. In addition a new ‘European Bureau’ has been established to
co-ordinate and campaign on the implications of 1992. The department
also houses ‘Government Information Services’ which is in charge of media
management and public relations. Before 1980 the Secretary and Assistant
Secretary of the Department of the Taoiseach were always the Secretary
and Assistant Secretary to the Government. Since then the posts have been
distinguished, although the Government Secretariat remains firmly within
the Taoiseach’s department. It is responsible for preparing the cabinet
agenda, and servicing any cabinet sub-committees. It advises ministers to
follow standard operating procedures, codified in a confidential document
known as Procedure in Government or Cabinet Procedure, which specifies
how government business must be framed; procedures for resolving inter-
departmental disputes; and procedures for consultation and circulation of
information.

The existence of this prime minister’s department is no proof of
overweening monocratic power. The Government Secretariat serves the
entire cabinet. The key advisory divisions are dependent upon other
departments for extensive back-up. Administratively and legally the rela-
tively large size of the Department of the Taoiseach is a function of its
status as residual catch-all. It is responsible according to the Ministries
and Secretaries Act of 1924 for all the public services which are not
allocated to any other departments, which means that bodies such as
the Irish Manuscripts Commission and the Royal Hospital Kilmainham
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find their home there. The Taoiseach has merely four special advisers
(one of whom is a cultural adviser), although the government’s press
officer has been a friend of the prime minister under FitzGerald and
Haughey. The three junior ministers have responsibilities as chief whip,
co-ordinator of government policy and European Community matters, and
heritage affairs respectively. Two of the junior ministers are simultaneously
attached to other departments: Defence and Finance. The rest of the
small staff are career civil servants, only a handful of whom will be
identified as supporters of one party rather than another, and can expect
to reside in other departments on a change of government. Their advisory
functions, as the division titles suggest, are primarily on Northern Ireland,
international affairs (especially the EC), and economic and social policy.
This arrangement is what might be expected from a ‘segmented decision-
making’ perspective.

Party-government as the key explanations. If the available literature is not
helpful on decision-analysis and the testing of organisation theory we are
better served by studies of party politics. The assumptions of the ‘party
government’ perspective on executive power are that, ceteris paribus, the
decision-making power (policy-initiating, managerial and administrative)
accruing to the role of prime ministers is a function of two key variables:
inter-party competition and the nature of intra-party government.

The impact of inter-party competition on the power of the prime
minister can be reduced to two questions: (i) is there alternation in
party-government? and (ii) what type of party-government is headed by
the prime minister? If one party holds power for an extended period of
time in a competitive system, with electoral support at or above the majority
threshold, then it is operating within a ‘predominant party-system’sS —
as with Fianna Fail (1933-48, and 1957-73). Political scientists
would predict two consequences for prime-ministerial power. The most
likely scenario is a powerful personalist premiership, in which the prime
minister and the clique surrounding him or her are the key sources of
policy initiative and development, as under the Gandhi premiership, in
India. But under a predominant party system extensive ‘factionalism’ is
possible within the governing party, and can circumscribe the power of
the prime minister, as in Japan. However Fianna Fail’s predominance is
curtailed by PR-STV and the periodic willingness of its opponents to form
coalitions. If comparison must be made with predominant party systems
then Ireland under de Valera was closer to India under Nehru as opposed
to the Gandhis. Fianna Fiil’s parliamentary deputies knew that alternation
in government was conceivable, and this belief disciplined the feasibility
of revolt, and acted as a constraint both on the public development of
leadership-cliques and factionalism within the party before 1966. However,
since then party factionalism has undermined the leaderships of both Lynch
and Haughey.

‘What type of government is headed by the prime minister?” is the second
question on the impact of inter-party competition on the prime minister’s
role. Is it a single-party majority, single-party minority, coalition-majority
or coalition-minority government? Majority single-party governments,
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provided party discipline is strong, empower prime ministers with nozm_an._
erable policy-making discretion. It might, however, .m:mo be contende
that majority government status weakens can\n_moG::m and encourages
factionalism — as the experience of Fianna Fail governments after the
elections of 1969 and 1977 might suggest. Minority governments, by
contrast, constrain the feasible legislative initiatives available to prime
ministers whether they head single partics or coalitions, .m:.a N:,mo enhance
the bargaining power of dissidents within the prime minister's party. In
this case, however, it might also be argued that the dangers posed to the
government by minority status reinforce party discipline to the Umm:nm:
of the prime minister. Finally, coalition or inter-party governments .o.:xuM
the prime minister to share power with the leaders of other .ﬁo_._:nm_
parties, which obviously restrains use of his @ms.om_v\ of constitutiona
powers. However, in this position the prime minister can sometimes
use the need to maintain the coalition to force his party to follow his
own policy-preferences. FitzGerald was sometimes mooﬂm.oa by his more
conservative colleagues within Fine Gael of using his position as umpire in
the coalition governments with Labour to pursue his own social democratic
ientations. . o
onmm:no type of government, single-party Em_..o:Jx single-party minority
and the coalition variants, can serve either to increase or amnamm.mo prime-
ministerial power it may appear that the predictions of ‘party-science’ are
proverbial, that is, contradictory. However, we need not be so despairing.
First, the apparent contradictions may be resolved by greater precision
about what aspects of c:Bm-EE.mm.Hodm_ power are affected .3\ Ewm::m”:no
of party-government — policy-initiating or personnel selection. Thus we
can deduce obvious conclusions such as that, ceteris paribus, prime
ministers heading minority governments have limited _mm_m_mzﬁw-w:_:m:o:
capacity, whereas prime ministers heading majority governments have more
extensive freedom in selecting ministerial personnel. m.nn.o:a,. the direction
in which the form of party-government affects G:BW-EE_%:E power may
be primarily reducible to one variable: party no:w,ﬁ_o: or pw_mn_v::m. .
It would be absurd to pretend that the variable of ‘party cohesion
operates entircly independently of the state of inter-party competition or
the electoral system; but it would be equally foolish to deny it E:o:o:ﬁo:m
significance. All parties in Ireland are affected by STV in ways whic
encourage ‘localism’, ‘clientelism’ and lack of ‘legislative activity’. Uov:m_nm
fight their colleagues as well as other parties’ nm:@_amﬂmm to safeguard t ﬂ:
seats. These consequences of the electoral system increase the power of t /w
executive at the expense of producing a good ministerial cadre, but mH:
affects all [rish parties’ intra-governmental systems. This constraint on the
calibre of ministers available to Irish premiers may be most interesting in
a cross-national perspective, but domestically it matters more to enquire
whether the internal governance of the parties which choose prime ministers
varies systematically in ways which affect E_.Em-:::_ﬁo::_ power. Until
1966 Fianna Fail's cohesion and internal discipline were legendary. but since
then have broken down, weakening both Lynch and Haughey. Its extensive
mass-mobilisation of members and its widespread degree of formal internal
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democracy’ give greater scope for mobilisation of the extra-parliamentary
party in faction-fighting. The pressure the extra-parliamentary party can put
onssitting deputies is formidable, and probably explains Haughey’s survival
as leader. Party structure, history and ‘community of belonging’s7 thus
constrain Fianna Fail leaders much as they do the leaders of European social
democratic or labour parties. By contrast until 1977 Fine Gael was a party
of notables, with little extensive organisation or internal democracy. Since
FitzGerald reorganised the party membership has increased and ancillary
organisations have developed. However, its national executive is easier
for the party leader to control than for a Fianna Fail leader. Yet although
FitzGerald gradually was able to consolidate his control over the extra-
parliamentary party. and encourage the selection of favoured candidates
for winnable seats, he was nevertheless constrained by the continuing
significance of the ‘notable’” mentality among older fine Gael deputies.
We might thus suggest that through classifying intra-party government on
two criteria — scale (mass or notable) and decision-making (participatory or
closed) —we could predict the degree of likely differences in party-discipline,
and thereby the latter’s impact on prime-ministerial power.

Through exploring the nature of party-government and intra-party
government we can generate a matrix of prime-ministerial situations and
predictions about their power: on one dimension is the form of party
government (sub-divided into single-party majority, single-party minority,
coalition-majority and coalition-minority governments); on the other the
form of intra-party government within the prime minister’s own party
(mass/participatory, mass/closed, notable/closed, notable/participatory).8
However, rather than exhaustively explore the resulting 16 cells, and
develop a repertoire of corresponding predictions, let us briefly examine
whether such a typology is beneficial in examining Irish prime-ministerial
power under coalition governments.

i There have been six periods of coalition government in independent
Ireland. Two were minority governments (1954-57, 1981-82), and
‘the current government has exactly half the membership of the Dail. The
Fine Gael-led minority coalitions both proved rather short-lived; and their
Taoisigh spent much time sustaining their legislative position. The current
coalition government is in much a stronger position because it enjoys the
support of the largest party, and its opponents are extensively divided. The
first inter-party government of 1948-51 was an office-seeking majority
coalition of ‘all the rest’, or as the Fianna Fail propagandist Frank Gallagher
put it ‘a coalition between a dying dog [Fine Gael] and its fleas’. The
Taoiseach, Costello, was doubly weakened by not being the parliamentary
head of his party, and by having to share a great deal of power with the
leaders of the two next largest parties: MacBride, the leader of Clann
na Poblachta and minister of External Affairs, and Norton, the Labour
Party leader. Tdnaiste and minister for Social Welfare. Ministries were
shared out proportionally between parties, including the right to appoint

the ministers. Thus departments became party fiefdoms and governmentai

fragmentation was extensive: after Labour’s minister of Local Government
died the parliamentary Labour Party held a meeting to elect his successor,
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and their choice was accepted by the Taoiseach and ﬁmmmma. to the president
for ratification; when MacBride left the country he left his department in
charge of his party colleague Noel Browne, the minister for Enm:rw and
after Browne became embroiled in controversy with the Catholic Church
MacBride demanded his resignation which was subsequently mEuHo.ﬁ.wa by
the Taoiseach. Collective responsibility also broke down, and ministers
frequently spoke in public in their personal capacities, although efforts were
made to maintain a united front after cabinet decisions had been reached.
The invocation of cabinet committees became much more extensive in
order to resolve matters before full meetings of the cabinet. However,
the Taoiseach was responsible for a major initiative, which appeared to
be made ‘on the hoof while in Canada: the declaration that :m_m.:a
would be a Republic and leave the British .Oo.iio:imwzr, a policy
confirmed by statute in 1949. Yet even this initiative can be seen as
a coalition policy, albeit as a by-product of competition within the
coalition: Fine Gael, Clann na Poblachta and Labour were w: Wmm:ta
show that they could be as, if not more, ‘republican’ than Fianna m.m:.
The second inter-party government, also led by Costello, was an office-
seeking coalition tempered by experience. Costello was less passive, but in
a managerial rather than policy-initiating sense, as might be expected given
the government’s minority status. The two majority coalition governments
of Labour and Fine Gael (1974-77, and 1982-87) were by contrast
with the minority coalition governments much longer-lived. They were
based on albeit temporary, programmatic/ideological agreements. Instead
of the allocation of ministries on a proportional basis, as in the inter-party
governments, Labour was over-represented in both the Cosgrave and the
FitzGerald coalitions to emphasise the agreement on policy, and to keep
Labour sweet. The Fine Gael prime ministers had free hands over their
own party colleagues but not over the rw_uo:.n ministers, much as one
might expect. Most of the major personnel difficulties faced by Cosgrave
and FitzGerald were inter-party rather than intra-party.

This thumbnail run-through of coalition governments illustrates how the
type of party-government and the nature oizﬁnm-vmn.&‘ government nEn_m:.v\
shapes the role-expectations and behaviour of Taoisigh, irrespective of their
personalitics, which'suggests the utility of developing the typology sketched
above.

CONCLUSION

It is reasonable to reach five conclusions about An Taoiseach. Within his
own political system the Irish prime minister is woﬁm::m:v\ more .woinn.?_
than any other European prime minister, with the exception of his British
counterpart. In a unitary system with a weak head of state he heads
an executive which in general enjoys great power over the legislature.
However, together with his Government he is more oo:m:.m_:ma. .3
a codified constitution and an autonomous judiciary than :_m .w.:”._mr
equivalent. Second, the Tuaoiseach’s ability to EE_ Em vo:nv\-i_:m::m
role autonomously within the government is primarily determined by
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