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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, Seian 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 asscssment that, after he
ceased to be prime minister, ‘Henceforward, therc 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.’!
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 Ircland’s prime ministers
are shown in Table 1.2 To date every lcader 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 enthusiasms? he was
not an acceptable Tuoiseach to one of his party’s coalition partners. The
president of Fine Gael therefore served as a cabinet minister under his
colieague 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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minority government. Moreover, until July 1989, Fianna Fail had never
been required to form a coalition in order to participate in government.3

» @ 2 . s - .
g = m m E = , The ‘partnership for government” with the Progressive Democrats made
=] H . . 4. . e
5 s g g £5¢8 g £ L Haughey the first Fianna Fiil Taoiseach to lead a coalition government.
= [~ =] —_ 4 . . . s . . .
= < 2 - g§g¢g~m 1N g : He is also, thus far, the solitary Fianna Fail leader to have failed to win his
] g . 4 E E » 4] ) . A . L1y . . .. .
S s & § wos S 3 - party a parliamentary majority. Fianna Fail’s grip on the prime ministership
on b . . . . .
> % z & e} © f is therefore comparable with that of the Conservatives in twentieth-centur
e 3] = 3 . .. . - - .
g% i British politics, but is more remarkable since it has been accomplished
o Q H cl. . . . p .
2R ! within a multi-party system and under a relatively proportional election
%o p y yp
. . - £q system (STV).
. £ £ £ £ L. 2 The only other party to have held the office of Taoiseach is Fine Gael.
w & @ %) %) SE= - i . . : . s
RS £ £ % & g g E 408 § i On all five occasions its nominee has headed a coalition government. Its
» 2 m wg B B 2 “ S s ° 73 E lack of ability to govern on its own contrasts strikingly with its predecessor
5D 5 A 4 5] . Y
g 2 - gz = = i g s 2 mm& 3 Cumann na nGaedheal. Three electoral facts demonstrate Fine Gael’s
- .- . . . .
> - oA s 8% E weakness: none of its Taoisigh have subsequently won a general election
~t Evpay m — N A % . v~ m N
&) SZC ¢ campaign which would have enabled their party to share government with
2 m = m i parties other than Fianna Fail; on only one occasion, 1951, has a Fine Gael
3 g e 2 Taoiseach entered lecti test and increased th ber of seat
2 - " v anm = 2 2E3 £ aoiseach entered an election contest an reased the number of seats
%] 4 — =1 . . o . .
w_ o £ E E S m m m E S cl.w m held by his party; and two of the Fine Gael-led coalitions were minority
8§ §&ve E & ¢ E EE E g ZSBE T governments.
= S S " 0 © ~ @ o - 5 oS0 e
% BET >y ) g ©d¢ ¢ g L8 g
4 27K s 78 g 8% § S c£% § RESEARCH ON THE IRIS} ISTE
B OS2 § g g s 83 ¢ S =£% 8§ R THE IRISH PRIME MINISTER
= > ” 30} 4V, < < & A B0
- i SE2 g Sceptics may wonder whether much can be said by a political scientist about
58] £ a ﬂ « = . . .. B .
=i . 5C2EC¢e eight holders of an office. Such cynicism would be reinforced by the relative
(< I} SES g . . .
< o £ - —_ Sg Wﬂm.w.m dearth of historical or analytical work on the roles, competences and
i 5 0000 rR~E % & @W@)@;)) nan.m SES ol performances of Irish prime ministers. Thus far only one political scientist
Q N~ b=} =} . e . . T .
m 2 EEEES m“\mn\ W LreEPud fkErE g GW@WW\ 288 xc ﬂ has specialised in the study of the Taoisecach, and his very reliable general
Zz nym@@@\aaaaaa(a(mﬂn(egmymyy afZwggg pe y -
§ 57783558555 2824d% JE=552588 LoZsSEc study is almost 20 years old® — although he has since produced a full-scale
@ © © o 3 = - — . . .
m ge55 EhRSSS5> >2>25 m 2% mw 3 m ] m m S8 W m m O8& study of Lemass.” Just one book exists on cabinet government in Ireland,
= I b [T VRN PR V) = g = = - .. - . .
m £ 88338888388V 8Cg um O MF iz 25q pn E mw and it is 17 years old.® There are several scholarly studies or biographies
& 3 TewsS gL 5 of de Valera, but thus far there exist merely ‘pop-journalistic’ studies
@ QIE¥BE 2 of recent prime ministers, such as FitzGerald® and Haughey. Only two
— ¢3S« . .- . L. ., .
& =8 n s£=S 5o g~ former cabinet ministers have published diaries or accounts of their time in
O _ — b~ — - - . . . . . . . -
£ 3 £ b1 m m m A £3898%3 office.!0 FitzGerald will be the first Taoiseach to write his memoirs, due for
- - e mem= == = = = = = = = . . . . . . ..
S m,m ¢ m CEEEEEES Mm EEESE O Qi M Eoegd Nm publication in 1991.11 He is also the least reticent of former prime ministers
c < < o8 \ S 5 — . . . . .
E f&ECfssuso g gz e T w 3 Epi3ig in talking about his tenure of office. Haughey has attracted muck-rakin
) Ee2cgEE EEE 5 EZSERESES5S85 S O 288y g |w = t ¢ g
8 feEeffffRfERRRENSERERE8: gHyyic G and hagiography, but no heavyweight study; and he has been reluctant to
=4 c — — < e - . . . < . . .
© %3 m g e 8 8 & = £ STTESE be interviewed on his style and decision-making in government.12
%] fy 8 .. . .
3338 i@ SEESEE w Furthermore, two ‘British diseases’ obstruct the study of the Irish
W‘m,.mm e v Fm Taoiseach. First, Ireland inherited a tradition of official secrecy, especially
Wm E% 5 L5 with regard to the operations of cabinet government and the policy
.99 o ® - g w5 8% g& advice rendered to the prime minister by senior civil servants. Access
SRS S aom < ~ & o o xR SEE o o
AR I S A T = it AV R: S JC N S o SR <R B ER-l=k= ; f 30 P ; blematic:
5 EL L2 0033 TRL8FR8 28R %R EEEETEL to government minutes, even after years, 1s problematic; and they
S s m 5235 m 2353 mm e fz28z28t8:8 $8¢ E2Eg are unhelpful, as they record decisions but not dissentient opinions.
c = = = 2 = “ppe . . . .
RAeege588533335333 8 <233358s2 GICICRS RS Such difficulties are compounded in the case of Costello’s first inter-party
<8y 97« = e government which because of MacBride’s suspicions chose to operate
Mt o without the services of the senior civil servant, the Secretary to the




e

5
¢

Grome e NS i

e T

3
]
%
k4
B
%
G
ke
L
~
kL
z
b

ERRES SO PRI PR Y R

2

T S RPN 0 L RNy

SHALDG S

136 WEST EUROPEAN PRIME MINISTERS

Government. However, such obstacles may be receding in importance:
the professionalism of Irish history has increased mmmimnu::vf and its
practitioners have improved government record-keeping: whereas Irish
journalism has developed a more interrogative stance towards the executive

in the 1970s and 1980s. Second, the Anglocentric bias of the academic

literature may have unduly influenced Irish reflection on the office of the
Taoiseach. The workings of Irish cabinet ministers have been described as
‘more British than the British themselves',!3 and the bulk of the .:82:5.@
unselfconsciously treats the Irish prime minister as a minor m_v.::m of big
sister in Westminster. Although the Irish premiership is a variant of the
Westminster model it might be more profitably compared with premierships
in other small states. such as New Zcaland.

WHAT ARE THE DOMINANT IMAGES OF THE IRISH PRIME MINISTER?

Two proverbial and antonymic images are anﬁ._cv\oa to describe either .So
personalities or the roles of prime ministers in liberal democracies. The first
contrasts the personalities of ‘strong’ and *weak’ prime ministers; the sccond
the institutional roles of monocratic and collective executive leaderships. In
the UK the allegedly sophisticated way of settling the merits .om,::umn images
is to suggest that under ‘strong’ vo;o:m::.@m .n:_do-:::_mgo:m_ mmém:::w-:
of a ‘presidential’ kind will displace collegial “cabinet government” as the key
locus of exccutive decision-making, whereas under ‘weak’ prime ministers
the converse proposition will hold. In Ireland the analogous debate centres
on the contrast between the Taoiseach as ‘chief’ (which is the ._:mE_
meaning of the Gaclic designation of the primc minister) or ‘chairman’
of the government.'* . o . .
However, in lIreland, by comparison with Britain, there is no evidence
of a social scientific or ideological debate beyond this E:mQ contrast.
Organisation thcory has not been mwv:wa. to ﬁ.:o study of .~:m: .om::m_
government. Irish studies of public administration and public policy are
not extensively developed, and there is no well-developed ?.u__nv?woﬁon
or policy-network focus on the operations of the core exccutive. In the
ideological arena there is no thriving left-wing tradition which portrays Irish
prime ministers as puppets of the civil service, nor a corresponding right-
wing tradition which portrays public policy outcomes as the by-product of
budget-maximising burcaucrats. . . N . .
The almost complete absence of these ideological qma:_oe. is easily
explained. First, Ireland has never had a left-wing prime minister who
has had the opportunity to betray the expectations c.m ww.c_m__m” activists.
The closest approximation to such conspiratorial ‘thinking’ is found among
republicans who portray Irish prime ministers as puppets of British
imperialism. Sccond, Ircland has never had a New Right government;
and it was not characterised by budgetary expansion before the G@Om.
When the state grew thereafter it was favoured by the bulk cm the political
class — making it difficult for them to blame U:aom:.ﬁm:. .,::?_, the ._:w:
civil service is relatively self-effacing by contrast with its Whitehall relatives,
partly because it lacks the same historic pedigree.> Such self-effacement
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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’.!¢ 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. '8 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 uscd interchangeably hereafter). The Government is the apex
of the parliamentary system, fusing legislative and executive power, and is
collectively responsible to Dail 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 arc
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.19 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 sccurity and a measure of independence.’? 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 clections; 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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and in consequence some of the later de Valera administrations moved
very slowly, ‘at the the pace of the last man to be convinced.'?? Less
surprisingly the Taoisigh in the Fine Gael-headed coalition governments
have been portrayed as chairmen. One of Cosgrave’s ministers described
his cabinet style as one of ‘quict authority’; another, asked what he
thought of that agreed that he was ‘quiet, certainly’.23 One of FitzGerald’s
ministers described his cabinet management more flatteringly: ‘At the
Cabinet table Garret was unfailingly gentlemanly . . . His strongest word
to convey disapproval of one’s actions was “unhelpful” . . . His concern to
reach consensus on the issues facing Government meant that our Cabinet
meetings were much longer than was comfortable’.2*

The ‘chief” image of the Irish prime minister is most frequently attributed
to Fianna Fail prime ministers. Here the emphasis is placed upon the
constitutional transformation of 1937 which created the office of Taoiseach,
and entrenched its incumbent’s right to hire and fire ministers. Morcover, it
is said that de Valera's 16 years as Taoiseach, and the norm of single-party
government under the famed quasi-military discipline of the Fianna Fail
parliamentary party served to entrench prime ministerial predominance
in the Irish political system — at least under Fianna Fail governments.
Furthermore it is argued that even under coalition governments certain
developments 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 co-ordinating
role in promoting economic management and development; the nodality
of the Taoiseach in foreign affairs, especially in the European Community
and the management of Anglo-Irish relations: and finally, the functional
requirements of modern broadcasting media which dictate the person-
alisation of political lcadership, especially in a milieu characterised by
competitive elections.

Anccdotal evidence can also be marshalled in support of the chief
image. The alleged regional constraint on ministerial sclection is unproven.
Cosgrave scnior, despite the gloss he offered on his leadership in the Dail
statement quoted above, was regarded as ‘the boss’ by his colleagues; and
his 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 collcagues 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 political
initiatives, such as the New Ireland Forum of 1983-84, and the Anglo-
Irish Agreement of 1985, 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 encmies
and rivals have become more frequent in the last two decades. Haughey’s
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 sg.u:_a 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] h:, w\qﬁm:::m it deliberately in favour of his own supporters within the
party’.

Such debate would import the confusion evident in the British (and other
national) litcrature between roles and personalities, and the characteristic
refusal of cach school of thought to specify decisive criteria of confirmation
or falsification for the theses being advanced. However, three disciplines
and five methods arc 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
m:u_v\mmm of the role of the Taoiseach. Second, we can engage in historical
w:w:\m_m., 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 aoom,wmo:-
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 Dail Eireann, drafted
in 1919 at the outset of the war of independence, created the mmEQEOm
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
Wmm:_u_._o who would also be the prime minister, and to create powerful
legislative committecs 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.

._,:m second, and lengthicr, Constitution of 1922 was obliged to com-
promise tepublican 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 Ddail (Article 55). Such ministers could
not be removed from office ‘otherwise than by Dail Eireann itself, and
then for stated reasons’. (Article 56). The Constitution also embedded
provisions for referenda, including the right of popular initiative, as well as
containing procedures for strengthening the powers of the Oireachtas (the
two houses of Parliament). The STV clectoral system also maximised the
probability of a multi-party assembly as a constraint on executive authority.
The constitutional designers of Saorstdr Eireann (the Irish Free State)
obviously intended that the Irish core executive would deviate from its
British ancestor in its degree of parliamentary and popular accountability.

However, their aspirations were not wholly met. The state was born
in civil war. and the losers absented themselves from the Ddil during
the first years of state-building. The core executive, under Cumann
na nGaedheal, 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
removed by constitutional amendment. For most of the 1920s the Executive
Council was able to act rather like a British cabinet. However, the
constitution appeared to work as intended with the President of the
Exccutive Council vis-a-vis his cabinet colleagues. The power of dissolution
was vested in the Executive Council as a whole (and a Council defcated
in the Dadil was prohibited from demanding a dissolution). The president
was required to submit the names of his Executive Council to the Dail 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
than its president.

The Irish Constitution of 1937 was explicitly intended by de Valera to
make the 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 hlireann defines the government,
and empowers it with the executive power of the state, subject to the
provisions of the Constitution. It specifics 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
nominates these ministers (Article 13. 1. 20), and may dismiss them “for
reason which seem to him sufficient’ (Article 28. 9. 40). The president is
required to accept ministerial nominees, provided they are approved by
the Dail. and to ratify any dismissals requested by the Taoiseach (Article
13.2.0 and 28. 9. 30).

The Taoiseach is obliged to kecp the head of state. the president,
informed on matters of domestic and international policy (Article 28.
5. 20), whom he advises on the summoning and dissolution of the Dadil
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(Article 13. 2. 1.0). He presents bills for the president’s signature (Article
25.1.), and certifics 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 Taoiscach,
the Tdnaiste and the member of the Government who is in charge of the
Department of Finance are obliged to be members of Dail 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)3. 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
w:o 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 Dadil Eireann. unless on his advice the
president dissolves Dadil Iireann 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.).31
~ The last provision of Article 28 (12) specifies matters to be ‘regulated
in accordance with law™: including the organisation, distribution and
designation of ministerial responsibilitics 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 cach 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 .w::m: 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 becn increased to 15, and their titles have
been changed from *parliamentary sceretaries” 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-elected once more
(Article 12.3); is the supreme commander of the defence forces (Article
_M.Av“ possesses the right of pardon (Article 13.6) and can appoint and
Q_mE._ww 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 diseretion or after consultation with . . .
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the Council of State3 . . . or . . . any other person or body’ (Article 13.
9). Thus judges are appointed by the president, but only on the advice of
the Government {Article 35).

There are, however, four provisions which give the president a role as
guardian of the constitution and the people’s rights. First, he may convene
a meeting of either of both houses of the Oireachtas. a provision intended
for emergencies. Second, if a majority of the Seanad and not less than a
third of the Dail petition the president not to sign a bill he may accede to
the request, and institute a referendum on the measure. However, given
the Government's control of the Seanad this provision has never been
requested. Third, he may, after consultation with the Council of State, refer
the constitutionality of parliamentary bills to the Supreme Court (Article
26. 1. 10). In Scptember 1976, President Cearbhall O Dalaigh, himself a
former President of the Supreme Court, referred the constitutionality of
the Emergency Powers Bill (1976) to the Court. The then minister for
Defence, Patrick Donegan, riposted by publicly describing the supreme
commander of the defence forces as a ‘thundering disgrace’ (in the printable
attributions). Donegan offered his resignation, but the Taoiseach, Liam
Cosgrave, refused it, indicating that a letter of apology would suffice.
He thereby precipitated the furious president’s resignation in defence of
the dignity of his office. Cosgrave then acted with consummate party-
political skill. He colluded with opposition leader Lynch in allowing former
Europecan 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 minister publicly abuse the head of state’s entirely
proper use of his constitutional prerogatives speaks volumes about the
status of the presidency.? Fourth, and finally, the president has it in

his ‘absolute 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 Diil. In 1989 therc were four

feasible scenarios for government-formation after Haughey had failed
to win his party a parliamentary majority: another Fianna Fail minority
government, a Fianna Fail-Progressive Democrats coalition, a Fianna

Fail-Fine Gael coalition or another general election. Haughey attempted to
irst scenario but was defeated in the nomination for Taoiseach.
The nominees of other parties also failed to be elected. Haughey, very
reluctantly., was obliged to tender his resignation as Taoiseach and to
head a carctaker administration. This outcome was ::Eonoaoaoa, and
provoked immense speculation because of uncertainty about the relevant
constitutional provisions. Article 13 (1) makes it clear that only Dail
Eireann can nominate the Taoiscach. and suggests that the president can
play no formal role in finding a Taoiseach when no party or coalition enjoys
a majority in Dail Eireann. Article 13 (2) 2 declares that “The President

pursuc the f

anown bt

THE IRISH PRIME MINISTER 143
Mwmw _ﬂ::w”w mcm\c_:wa a_“mn_‘c:c: refuse to dissolve Dail Eireann on the advice
) each who has ceased to retain the s jority i
iy aoiseach who has c the support of a majority in Dail
. stitutional controversies were at i
: . . stake. First, would th
president. for the first time in the hi s absolute
. : S istory of the state i i
Mo, Jor the first T . exercise his absolute
, Ject a request for a dissolution if Haugt
such a request? Second. would t scach who had never e
. st? . the caretaker Taoiseach, w
, » who had never en-
joyed the support of the 26th Ddil, h: ituti ques
] , have the constitutional right t
such a dissolution? Third, wc i ht e play the role.
R ; »would the president have the righ ¢
executed by presidents and mon: 5 1 et oot
Xec 3 ¢ nonarchs in other parliament:
. an. . ¢ ary systems, of
memw:mma_ow:g_vzﬁo :m::_m:: who could win the confidence wﬂ N:o legisla
7 Sadly tor lovers of constitutional imbroglios th io :
emitely aroovet® 12 glios these questions were not
a ecause the crisis was solved b i
i : s Wi y the formation of :
,o%vm_n__:%: m_mZoEBmE vn@oo: Fianna Fiil and the Progressive UoBOQB%
o mm H\mqomc_uo, no Irish president has acted as a major constraint o,m
» E:,RMS.Q his Government. Indeed the tone of the Irish presidency
N:Mmﬁmﬁ *v\ its :Mﬂ three holders who have been described as &Eolv\\
rt and scrupulous in keeping themsel ide 4 ,
4 . ves outside and abov liti
argument’.3 Since 1973 there h: v dency.
: ¢ has been no contest for i
. . ( . the presidenc
MMW_%_A Hillery _um_wm nominated unopposed in 1976 and 1983 *nw:m Hm::w\m
een uneventful, although he did ¢ il
. ful, 2 onvene the Council of S
consider the constitutionalit i ish citivens
] ality of two measures: a bill giving British citi
the right to vote in Irish parli ions Criminal et
sh parliamentary clections, and a Crimin: ice bi
hshtio vore in lrish par iry clec s, and a Criminal Justice bill.
g plicitly and implicitly grants the Taoi i
o Constitution grants the Taoiseach and his
siderable power over the legisl: ’ ]

. . gislature. The Oireachtas i
primarily a formal processing machi " The
] . @ S achine for governmental initiati 7
Taoiseach is responsibl ; Dl and sontrol

seac sponsible for the order of business in the Ddi
et o qesponsible for : ss in the Ddail and controls
ate. overnment 1s not even bound by ¢ i
to announce its parliament: i of cach session
é ary programme in advan f ec i 5
& announce fis parliar r g ce of each session.?s
are rarely substantively amended 1
o crmment bills ar ively ¢ ed, and private members’
g successful. The Taoiscach and 3
! A the Govern have :
exclusive monopoly on ic i o shall be
public expenditure proposals: aw s
enacted, for the appropriatio ’ moncys e the
. ‘ n of revenue or other public
; Tid moneys unless th
purpose of the appropriation shall hav Dl £ ;
: ave been recommended 3il Eir
by a message from the 1 el (Ariele 1o
g 1 Government signed by the Taoi ’ i
g o the 1t y the Taoiseach’ (Article 17.2).
r over executive expenditure, as in ot} i
systems, is very weak. Despi tications. the Dal's commer
, ak. Despite recent modifications, the Ddil's ¢ i
system does not provide an effecti inst ve dominance.
i ective check against cuti i
Moreover. demubes _effect; < ags executive dominance.
, use ministerial question time to rai i
matters at the expense of ic inistrative issuce. 1
policy or general administrative i
any case, the Taoiseach and G ini i evasion. o an
, R overnment ministers find evasi
: Taoiseach G . g sion, or a
mmmmﬁ.: 6 mﬁrcsu\o confidentiality, as simple means for avoiding ‘gxsﬁwnm
questions. The Government’s own internal and confidential memoranda
kS e

*In 1990, after this essay was
990. s essay was completed, the presidency was 3 i
MM ! * N s ¢y was contested. In a surprise ome
FM:EZ,_WJ\EWM_W_.EC:, W:m_cc:oua by the Labour Party and the Workers’ Party aﬂﬁwwmmwﬁmwﬁv
an, janna Fail candidate. She won after receivi f ' ; .
. a . . receiving most of th -pre
o ' ' . : on after e second :
Eﬁ:_*n.ﬂﬂo.::_c M.:_.a v._._nmi n.:::a..:a, Austin Currie of Fine Gael. Robinson is the %Mmmmmmoaoqq_c
mﬂ: ,~:w _ z“: irst winning candidate not supported by Fianna Fail. Fo_:,:m:,m [oF: .W_AL ;
ploded when he appeared to have lied about his conduct in the early 1980s Hnpaan



H

¥
W
M.
¥
i
i
3
“..M
¥
#
3
..m
:
‘fm
3
4
j
m

144 WEST EUROPEAN PRIME MINISTERS

for legislative procedures dramatically confirm the power of the executive.
Sponsoring departments must consult the Department of Finance and any
other department with an interest in the matter. Should a bill affect
constitutional provisions then the Attorney General must be consulted.
The general proposal is then drafted for Government approval before being
sent to the parliamentary draftsmen, and subsequent circulation to the Dail
and Seanad. In nearly all cases these draft bills then become laws.

The Government is, however, responsible to Dadil Lirecann (Article
28.4.1). and is required to ‘meet and act as a collective authority’, and ‘be
collectively responsible for the Departments of State administered by the
members of the Government” (Article 28.4.2), but these provisions do not
significantly constrain the executive as they do not appear to be justiciable.
In any case under coalition governments ‘collective responsibility’ fre-
quently breaks down without provoking a constitutional crisis. One Tdo-
iseach. Liam Cosgrave, supported by another minister, in 1974 voted
against a family planning bill being introduced by one of his other ministers
— a flagrant breach of Article 28. 4. 20. A similar bill being introduced in
1978 by Haughey, then minister for Health, was opposed by one of his
cabinet colleagues and long-standing political rivals, James Gibbons. These
events justify the axiom that collective responsibility in Irish government
does not extend to matters of contraception.

The Irish exccutive, like its British counterpart. is therefore generally
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
much more important, both in protecting citizens’ constitutional rights
and in constraining executive action. In the period March 1984 to July

1987 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 earlicr ruled that the Electoral (Amendment) Bill, 1983, which had
sought to cxtend 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 State to ratify the Single
European Act (SEA). The Supreme Court had ruled, in a split verdict.
that the SEA infringed Irish sovereignty and therefore the Constitution (in

PN
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Crouty v. An Taoiseach 1987 ILRM 400). The court’s verdict in the Crotty
case, and the reasoning behind it, have dramatic implications for the Wnovo
of Ireland’s executive power in foreign policy.?7 Some contend that the
ruling casts doubts on many of the international agreements entered into by
Ireland, including Irish membership of the United Nations and the Anglo-
Irish >m3.o§o:~ of 1985, and have argued that it is necessary to propose
a constitutional amendment to prevent judicial regulation of international
agreements. However, rather than pursue this course, the Government
chose to propose a pragmatic constitutional amendment cnabling the state
to ratify the SEA. Pending future cases it is however reasonable Fwoo:o_:ao
that the Supreme Court has circumscribed the scope of exccutive autonom
in foreign affairs. ’
This review of the constitutional status of the Taoiseach does not
?Q_:m:u an easy verdict on the issue of whether he is a n:.i,::m:
or chief. However, one tentative and literally inexact assessment that
wo}.mcm one general trend can be discerned: both constitutionally and in
practice the role and power of the Taoiseach have increased since 1922°38
1s not constitutionally sustainable. Although the Taoiseach’s constitutional
role and powers, compared with that of the President of the Executive
Council, were increased by the Constitution of 1937, this transformation
cannot be wmmoﬂoa to as ‘a general trend’ since there have been no
subsequent increases in the constitutional as opposed to statutory powers
and competences of the Taoiscach. Whether the Taoiseach’s power ‘in
practice’ has been subject to a growth-trend is something to be resolved
if at all, by historical rather than legal evidence. ,

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TAOISEACH

A proper E.m::.mmm_ analysis of Ireland’s Taoisigh would require five distinct
o_oio:? histories of their management of their cabinets vml::dc:ﬁw and
parties; and of their policy-making initiatives and mQ_om., A full c<om<m9<
would also require criteria for appraising the ‘success’ of Taoisigh as
leaders — both in style and substance. However, there are no :m:%i or
widespread criteria for assessing performance in the leadership literature
The development of such criteria and assessments cannot be mzoi_zom
.:So. Instead I appraise whether or not there have been any distinct trends
in the leadership styles, policy-activities and popularity of Taoisigh in the
last 30 years. e
Lemass’s premiership (1959-66) was vigorous. He broke decisively
from the somnambulism of the last years of de Valera, and paved the
way for Ireland’s economic modernisation through his anmac:m to open
Ireland’s :d:.wr.;.w to foreign investment, and his development of a ::ﬁ:v\
om.oncmo::o Initiatives. There is also no doubt that his cabinet style was
brisk, if not brusque, and votes rather than consensus decided issues E
government. However, although Lemass organised the transfer o,m,vc,ica
away from the revolutionary gerontocrats who had made up de Valera's
nmrﬁﬁw he did so gradually - and one revolutionary veteran wfwm:
survived as a minister until 1969. A ‘boss’ he may have been, _J:.ﬁ he Emv”



FIGURE 1
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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.
Lemassin Lee’s judgement was a visionary because he tried to fashion anew
national character. through directing economic expansion and competition.
However, the project was not viable: “The Lemass strategy could _:cg%.:\
operate cffectively only in an Ireland of little Lemasses.” Greatness in
[rish political culture, according to the same analyst, is defined in terms
of defiance of the external enemy, and were it otherwisc the true stature
of Lemass’s premicrship would be properly recognised.

His successor, Lynch, appearcd a compromise choice, @_oﬁoa. U.v\.g.:n
parliamentary party after Fianna Fdil's first lcadership 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 no:a:nc:m
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 clectoral approval, although the
policics 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 Committce on the Constitution
established by Lemass. Once Lynch had won his first gencral 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 mrcs‘&o&\:
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,*! had considerable
rapport with the electorate. He was a sufficiently strong party leader
by 1973 to survive an clection defeat. He could hardly be blamed given
that Fianna Fail's share of the first-preference vote had actually riscn
(defcat was occasioned by disciphined transfers of preferences to:zoo.:
Fine Gacl 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 stecady public opinion polls to be
conducted in Ireland he went on to win his party a triumphant clectoral
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 Fail; and his cabinet’s mismanagement of the Irish economy
croded his wider appeal and predominance among his collcagues. 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, led by FitzGerald. mounted
an effective challenge to Fianna Fail’s conception of itself as the ‘natural
party of government’.

Liam Cosgrave (1973-77) was a craggy. introverted and constipated
Taoiseach. Intenscly conservative and patriotic he none the less presided
over the partial ‘social democratisation™ of Irish politics. His cabinet of *all
the talents’ included some of the most liberal ministers ever to grace an
Irish cabinet: FitzGerald at Foreign Affairs, Justin Keating of Labour at
Industry and Commerce. and Conor Cruise O Brien of Labour at Posts
and Tclegraphs. However, no one gives Cosgrave credit for any of the
coalition’s imaginative policy-initiatives. Indeed he had just survived a
leadership challenge within his party before he became Taoiseach. None the
less he immediately stamped his authority upon his party’s cabinet ministers.
making FitzGerald minister for Foreign Affairs, and Richard Ryan minister
of Financc, despite the fact that their portfolios in opposition had been
reversed. Interpreted, correctly, as a manocuvre to sideline FitzGerald,
the switch eventually backfired when Ryan took the brunt of the blame
for the coalition government’s economic management, leaving FitzGerald,
unsullied by domestic policy disasters, as the most obvious succession-
candidate. Cosgrave’s reshuffle of Fine Gael ministers after the Donegan
affair showed similar ruthlessness in promoting friends and sidelining rivals.
He was forced, however, to rely on Fine Gael's ‘social democratic’ ministers
to bridge the gaps between him and the Labour ministers, and to sustain
his government’s cohesion. Morcover, he mismanaged the timing of the
general election called in 1977, The scale of the coalition’s defcat forced
his immediate resignation of the party leadership.

When Haughey became Taoiseach in 1979 he was severely handicapped.
First, he was a controversial choice. Although he had an outstanding
track-record as an energetic and innovative minister of justice, agriculture
and finance in the 1960s, his carcer was blighted by the ‘arms crisis’
of 1970. Though he was found not guilty of charges of illegal gun-
running to Northern Ireland, questions about his conduct and judgement
demanded answers. The trial provoked a long-running feud between Lynch
and Desmond O’Malley on one side, and Haughey on the other. To
rebuild his political career within the party Haughey became much more
nationalist in rhetoric, although he had not been previously identified
with ‘republicanism’. The Irish media were hostile to him, querying the
origins of his financial wealth, and at best regarding him as an adventurous
opportunist.*> Second, Haughey had been elected by the parliamentary
Fianna Fail Party over the nearly unanimous opposition of the existing
cabinet and junior ministers, and by a margin of a mere six votes over
his rival George Colley, Lynch’s preferred choice. Haughey's first cabinet
therefore dramatically over-represented his enemies. Colley proceeded to
elaborate a bizarre and unprecedented doctrine of ‘conditional loyalty’ to
the new Taoiseach. Moreover he insisted on having a veto on the ministerial
appointments to Justice and Defence, fearing that Haughey would not
maintain Lynch’s security policy against republican subversives.+* Third,
Haughcy became Taviscach amidst a severe economic crisis. cxacerbated
by government mismanagement, and he did not apnear prepared to
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TABLE 2
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF ‘SATISFACTION RATINGS' OF TAOISIGH, 1976-%0

(a) 1976-90
Taoiseach maximum minimum median ﬂwmo:
Cosgrave 51 44 45.5 ?H.m
Lynch 85 54 67 o2
Haughey 67 38 ww 0
FitzGerald 56 36 .

(b) 1976-89
Taois Tenure Average lead over
faoiseach o Lcader of the

Opposition
1976-7 -14.0: Lynch

MOww_wfu 1977-9 - 2.4: FitzGerald
IME@:Q M 1979-81 —13.8: FitzGerald
FitzGerald (1) 1981-2 + o.N”I.MEm:Q
Haughey (2) 1982 ~13.5: FitzGerald
FitzGerald (2) 1982-7 — 0.1:Haughey
Haughey (3) 1987-9 + 1.8:Dukes

Source: Calculated from IMS/MRBI polls.

i nt the necessary programme of ‘hairshirt noO:CBSm., Finally,
wﬁw&ﬂﬁﬂm:&omnboa by N:%?Q that he faced a leader of Fine Gael iro_
for six years (1979-86) was consistently to outperform him in electora
appeal (see Table 2). This gap was all the more dramatic as poll support
for Fianna Fail was usually dramatically mdo<w EW: for Fine Gael. o
Yet despite calling and losing a general o_nn:o: in 1981 Haughey survive
as leader of Fianna Fail, aided by the parliamentary weakness of the
coalition government. But after he ?:.oa to win an o<0mm=. majority in
the February 1982 election a leadership challenge was intimated from
O’Malley and O’Donoghue. Having faced down this threat, he was able wc
make a ‘pork-barrel’ deal with independent TDs and R.Easoa to power as
Taoiseach, but at the head of a minority government. His 1982 government
will go down in history in Conor Cruise O’Brien’s phrase as the year of :Rw
‘GUBU’, after Haughey described the involvement of his >zo:~ov\.Oo.=nB,
in a murder inquiry as ‘grotesque, ::vﬁa_ﬁmd_ﬁ“ bizarre and c:.co__ofzu_m.
His short stay in office was characterised by incompetence, if not gross
abuse of office, on the part of ministerial appointees who were his close
political associates, notably the minister of Justice. He allocated the Eomm
important economic ministries to his loyalists, including the ministry oa
Finance and position of Tdnaiste to Ray MacSharry. The impact of the nec
for economic retrenchment, and the regular association of his ministers with
alleged and real scandal — including the telephone-tapping of _o::rimma
and party-rivals — produced the unprecedented step of a motion of :o_
confidence’ in Haughey’s leadership being debated within the Fianna Fai
parliamentary party. Haughey was able to guarantce 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 38 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.#4 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 encmies,
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 ‘ecnigma’ 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 Ircland 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 them of his views, and prone to turning a cabinct
meeting into an academic seminar. He displayed a formidable mastery of
all his ministers’ briefs and actively commented on their portfolios. None the
less he overshadowed his minister for Foreign Affairs both within cabinet
and in external perception, and much controversial cabinet business was
decided in advance through an informal troika, consisting of the Tuoiseach.
the Tdnaiste and leader of the Labour Party, and the minister for Finance.
FitzGerald generally umpired the disputes between the other two, who
represented the ideological and policy-divergences within the coalition.
FitzGerald also showed considerable nous as a party manager: organising
the restructuring of his party in the wake of its defeat in 1977.45 He resigned
promptly after his electoral defeat in 1987, thereby paving the way for his
favoured successor, Alan Dukes.

This miniature historical survey of recent Taoisigh makes it difficult
to conclude that there has been any trend-increase in prime-ministerial
power in Ireland in the last 25 years. Personal policy-initiation was more
extensive under Lemass and FitzGerald than under Lynch and Cosgrave,
and, thus far, Haughey. The scope of prime-ministerial activity, especially
over the European Community and Northern Ireland, has incrcased since
the 1960s, but it has not obviously enhanced the power of Taoisigh
over other constitutionally established organs, or their cabinet collcagues.
Cabinet collegiality was greater under Lynch’s first premiership than it
was under Lemass or Haughey's first two terms as Taoiseach. All prime
ministers, except Haughey, enjoyed firm authority within their parties,
unless and until their electoral performance came into question. The
‘approval-ratings’ of Tuaoisigh, as measured by opinion polls, reveal if
anything a general downward trend since 1976-77 (see Figure 1), but
it might equally be argued that they reveal ‘trendless fluctuation’. Should
we conclude, therefore that prime-ministerial power ebbs and flows subject
to such precise variables as ‘personality” and ‘circumstance’™? It would be
premature to do so before we have examined what political science can
offer to the study of the Irish core executive.

POLITICAL SCIENCE AND THE TAOISEACH

Therc are three ways in which analysis could advance the social scientific
investigation of the Taoiseach: first, through case-studies of critical deci-
sions or non-decisions in Irish government; second, through elaborating
and testing the merits of explanatory models of the core executive; and
finally, through applying the political science literature on parties and
party-government to the study of the Irish government.

Case-studies in critical decision-making. Unfortunately there is a paucity
of studies of key decision-making cpisodes from which to gencrate con-
clusions about prime-ministerial power in Irctand. Ideally such case-
studies would enable us to assess whether or not power is cumulatively.
collegially or segmentally dispersed within the core executive. Three arcas
of policy are ripe candidates for such investigation: constitutional initiatives,
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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 sce better the limits on any Taoiseach. Ttis
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 cven 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 somcthing which would have suited
Fianna Fail. Cross-party consensus, or at least consensus across Fianna
Fail and Fine Gacl, 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 somcthing 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 collcagues 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 contide
with his colleagues, and noted his reluctance to commit matters to paper.+’
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 forcign affairs is a commonplace
in Ireland, as it is in other member states. However, this thesis has not
been systematically cxamined. 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 crosion of the prerogatives
of the Department of Forcign 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 ministrics, we
cannot conclude, in the absence of in-depth dectsion-making studies, that
the power of domestic ministers relative to the Tuoiseach had declined. 8

Finally. the role of the Taoiseach and his department in cconomic
management has not received widespread attention either 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 degree
of disciplined organisation to make centralised wage-bargaining .,ﬁ.:_ﬁ
the scope of governmental control over economic woloi:c:nm is ._:::Q_
because the core executive lacks the nccessary strategic capability and
precision; and finally, because the organisation of political issues in Ireland
does not primarily follow socio-economic cleavages, the development of
corporatist institutions is inhibited.* Zm<o§:o_mwm‘ .dozg .Im:m:wvr._aa
governments since 1987 have appeared to be shifting this pessimism
about the capabilities of the Irish core executive. ZQE::mS:Q_:m :.:_:6_0
difficulties, the government has successfully negotiated a corporatist pro-
gramme for national recovery which has delivered a noE.m.lﬁ_c_w low
inflation rate. However, such reflections refer to the capabilitics of the
executive as a whole: at present there is no literature on key economic
decision-making which evaluates the relative salience of the ﬁwoamﬁ.,\r
the minister for Finance and other actors in the Irish economic policy
process.”" . N o
Explanatory models and organisation QRQQ. :._m: political scientists and
policy analysts have not, thus far, used organisation theory oa.oxﬁ_m:mﬁoc\
models of the core executive. Only the first two of five perspectives .ao.ﬂoﬁ.oa
by reviewers of the British core executive literature (prime-ministerial
government, cabinet government, ministerial government, mominio.a
decision-making and bureaucratic domination®!) have been applicd in
Ireland. However, there is no rcason why matters must remain thus.
First, given the absence of a developed cabinet sub-committee system
— except with respect to Northern Ireland and :_o.m.ﬂ — there are mcca.
reasons to suppose that Jones's conception of ,552.0::_ mc<o:::o:m
provides a convincing description of key features of Irish government.>?
Political and administrative departmentalism are rcgularly a.ovc:ca 7‘«
journalists, and accounts of such tendencies figure :m:<__< in Hussey's
diary-cntries on her role as Education :::5.2 under FitzGerald. _:»_cc.»_
proposals to reform Irish central administration have :.E:n_‘o?,a on their
implications for ministerial autonomy.33 Moreover the Irish Governmentis
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 m:.n:mo:.é
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 arc jealous
of their constitutional powers and fight to sustain them - encouraged by
their departmental civil servants. .
Sccond, there is scope for applying the concept of ‘segmented decision-
making’ to Irish government. The idea here is that primc ministers
concentrate their attention on privileged policy-domains where they expect
to be predominant over their collcagucs, whereas in o::: domains they
expect ministerial or collegial decision-making to prevail. For example. for
FitzGerald Northern Ireland and development-aid were reserved issues: °1
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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."> 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 sec 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, ‘burcaumetrics’ 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 arc 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 Secrctariat remains firmly within
the Taoiseach’s department. It is responsible for preparing the cabinet
agenda, and servicing any cabinet sub-committces. It advises ministers to
follow standard operating procedures, codified in a confidential document
known as Procedure in Government or Cabinet Procedure, which specifics
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 Taoiscach 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 responsibilitics as chief whip,
co-ordinator of government policy and European Community matters, and
heritage affairs respectively. Two of the junior ministers arc simultancously
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 onc 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 thcory 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 clectoral support at or above the majority
threshold, then it is operating within a ‘predominant party-system’s> —
as with Fianna Fail (J933-48, 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 cligue 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 Fiil'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 Fail'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
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provided party discipline is strong, empower prime ministers with consid-
erable policy-making discretion. It might. however, also be contended
that majority government status weakens party discipline 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 parties or coalitions. and also 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 benefit
of the prime minister. Finally, coalition or inter-party governments force
the prime minister to share power with the leaders of other political
parties, which obviously restrains use of his panoply of constitutional
powers. Howcver, in this position the prime minister can sometimes
use the nced to maintain the coalition to force his party to follow his
own policy-preferences. FitzGerald was sometimes accused 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
orientations.

Since type of government, single-party majority, single-party minority
and the coalition variants, can serve cither to increase or decrease prime-
ministerial power it may appear that the predictions of ‘party-science’ are
proverbial, thatis, contradictory. However, we need not be so despairing.
First, the apparent contradictions may be resolved by greater precision
about what aspects of prime-ministerial power are affected by the nature
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 legislative-initiation
capacity, whereas prime ministers heading majority governments have more
extensive freedom in selecting ministerial personnel. Sccond, the direction
in which the form of party-government affects prime-ministerial power may
be primarily reducible to one variable: party cohesion or discipline.

It would be absurd to pretend that the variable of ‘party cohesion’
operates entirely independently of the state of inter-party competition or
the electoral system; but it would be equally foolish to deny it autonomous
significance. All parties in Ireland arc affected by STV in ways which
encourage ‘localism’, ‘clientelism’ and lack of ‘legislative activity’. Deputies
fight their colleagues as well as other parties’ candidates to safeguard their
seats. These consequences of the electoral system increase the power of the
cxecutive at the expense of producing a good ministerial cadre, but STV

affects all Irish parties’ intra-governmental systems. This constraint on the

calibre of ministers available to Irish premiers may be most intercsting 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 prime-ministerial 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

or coalition-minority government? Majority single-party governments, mass-mobilisation of members and its widespread degree of formal internal
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democracys¢ give greater scope for mobilisation of the extra-parliamentary
party in faction-fighting. The pressurc the extra-parliamentary party can put
on sitting deputies is formidable, and probably explains Haughey’s survival
as leader. Party structure, history and ‘community of belonging'S” 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 primc-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).58
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 bencficial in examining Irish prime-ministerial
power under coalition governments.

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 ficfdoms and governmental
fragmentation was extensive: after Labour’s minister of Local Government
died the parliamentary Labour Party held a meeting to clect his successor,
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and their choice was accepted by the Taoiseach and passed 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 Health; and
after Browne became embroiled in controversy with the Catholic Church
MacBride demanded his resignation which was subsequently approved 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 Ireland
would be a Republic and leave the British Commonwealth, 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 all keen to
show that they could be as, if not more, ‘republican’ than Fianna Fail.
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 Labour 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 of intra-party government crucially
shapes the role-expectations and behaviour of Taoisigh, irrespective of their
vmqmo:m::am, 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 potentially more powerful
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 exccutive which in general enjoys great power over the legislature.
However, together with his Government he is more constrained by
a codified constitution and an autonomous judiciary than his British
equivalent. Second. the Taoiseach’s ability to fulfil his policy-initiating
role autonomously within the government is primarily determined by



160 WEST EUROPEAN PRIME MINISTERS

party-government variables. Majority and minority governments, and
single party or coalition governments differentially affect prime-ministerial
power: over both policy-initiation and personnel. However, a Taoiseach’s
discretionary capacities are also independently determined by the nature of
intra-party government. Mass and notable parties differ, as do democratic
and oligarchic ones in their consequences for party leaders. Moreover,
contrary to the folk wisdom which treats Fianna Fail as a party of almost
Stalinist discipline, Fianna Fail leaders are in principle more vulnerable to
faction than Fine Gacl ones, precisely because of their party’s mass and
participatory characteristics — although both parties are now w:nﬂmmm.m:m_%
converging on a similar form. Third, although at present we lack sufficient
inductive evidence from key decision-making studies and applications of
the political science models to Irish government, both the ‘segmented
decision-making’ and ‘ministerial government’ conceptions encapsulate the
policy-making style of most Irish governments. Fourth, there is as yet no
reasonable basis on which to conclude that Irish prime-ministerial power 1s
on a long-term upward trend. The constitutional status of the Taoiseach has
been stable since 1937. The absence of a majority single-party government
since 1981, headed by a party leader enjoying widespread support within
his party and the wider electorate. suggests no upward dynamic. Finally,
prime-ministerial power in all its ramifications may well be affected
by circumstance and personality — although few tell us how with any
precision. However, it remains more ‘scientific’, albeit non-quantifiably
50. to conclude that the ebbs and flows of prime-ministerial power are above
all affected by the role-expectations conscquent upon party and electoral
systems. the type of party-government led by the prime minister and the
nature of intra-party governance within the prime minister’s own party.

NOTES

Thanks arc especially duc to B. Farrell, but also to P. Dunleavy, A. Francis, C. Hood, M.
Laver. T. Lyne, G.W. Jones, H. Machin. B. O'Duffy and the participants in the 1990 PSAIL
conference in Cork. A Nuffield Foundation grant funded interviews with politicians and civil
servants.

1. J.A. Murphy, ‘The Achicvement of Famon de Valera® in J.P. O'Carroll and J.A.
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G.W. Jones

A country-by-country approach to the study of prime ministers reveals a
picture of great diversity. Each prime-ministerial system 1s unique, shaped
by the distinctive historical experiences, political cultures, constitutions,
conventions and practices of the particular country. As Richard Rose
argues, ‘differences between national political institutions create more
variation in the office of prime minister than do differences of personalitics
and circumstances within a country’. The former arc more stable and
consistent than the latter.

However, this volume shows that a comparative approach to prime
ministers can lead to conclusions relevant for more than one country,
especially if analysis is focused on the resources possessed by prime
ministers. These resources may, however, turn out to be constraints,
becausc many of them arise from various linkages prime ministers have
with others who also have resources. Since they possess their own resources,
they are ‘power-centres’ in their ownright. Power is arelationship, involving
as well as the prime minister at lcast one other entity or person, enjoying
a share of the same resource. Both actors constrain the other, since each
needs the other. The resources of one cut into the resources of another.

In addition, different actors possecss different amounts of different
resources. In France, Robert Elgie and Howard Machin point out, president
and prime minister each posscsses resources vital to the other: the president
has ‘enormous political resources . . . as a party and majority coalition
leader’, and the prime minister has ‘very considerable administrative and
institutional resources’. Prime ministers possess their set of resources and
are caught up in a network of linkages with other institutions and individuals
who have their own resources.

Because a resource can also be a constraint, since others have their
bundle of resources too, it is impossible to measure the power of prime
ministers by weighing their possession of different amounts of different
resources. The power of the prime minister is affected by the other actors
the prime minister is dealing with; so it is fruitless to scek to calculate
precisely how much resources each prime minister has, let alone to compare

- the amount held by one prime minister with that of another. Since power

involves a relationship between at least two actors, the power of cach is
elastic, capable of expansion and contraction, depending on cach side of the
equation and the circumstances in which they operate. A resource is not a
solid object that can be picked up. It has to be seen in relation to what others
have. That is why many statements about the power of prime ministers have
to be couched in tentative phrases, frequently using the word ‘may’.
Resources belong to the office and to the person. The office of prime
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