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Introduction

The conventiona wisdom regarding party politics among western nations has
away's been rdativdly smple: one from the left and one from the right, with a sprinkling
of other parties from across the political spectrum with limited influence. Western
European paliticsis generaly a competition between a center-right party or dliance and a
center-left party or codition. However, Irish politics is somewhat of an anomdy
compared to the rest of European palitics in that there is an absence of a strong left-wing
party.

The questions that | will attempt to answer in the following pagesiswhy Irdand
has not fit the traditionad European party model and what circumstances have made the
Irish left unable to play asgnificant rolein Irish palitics. In examining the absence of
theleft in Irish politics, | will focus on the Labour Party and the reasons for its ingbility

to compete with Fianna Fail and Fine Gad, Irdland’ s two dominant center-right parties.

! The author would like to thank Professor Howard Whitcomb for his help and advice. This paper
relies on parliamentary data through the 1997 election and the election of the 28" Dail.



Specificdly, | will address the following issues as they relate to Labour’ sfailure:
Labour’s stance on the national question, the presence of the Catholic Churchin Irish
palitics, the absence of a strong indudtrial basein Irdland, the populist stances of Fanna
Fail, and Labour’ s recent position change regarding to the European Union and free
trade.
The European Palitical Party Model

The political parties of Europe adhering to the center-right versus center-|eft
modd are organized differently according to nationa contexts, but the two main
groupings in Europe are the socidists and the conservatives? Socidist parties, which
represent the center-1eft portion of the center-right versus center-left modd, have
emerged in nearly al Western European countries: the Socid Democrats in Germany,
Socidigsin France and Italy, and Labour in Britain to give afew examples. Despite
nationd differences, these parties al experience a certain amount of unity given their
adherenceto asmilar socid democratic palitica ideology. The unity that exists among
socidigt parties in Western Europe is unlike the varying conservative dogma of center-
right parties. The Chrigtian Democratic modd that puts Catholicism at the center of the
party’ s consarvative ideology is successful in Germany and Italy, but unsuccessful in
France and absent in the UK. (Gaffney, p. 8) The Conservative Party in the United
Kingdom derivesitsideology drictly from economic issues. While one would expect
Chrigtian Democratic model to be successful in France with Catholicism being the

predominate reigion, the Gaullists have favored French nationalism over religion asthe

2 Communist parties are reasonably strong in afew countries, most notably in Italy and France.
However, their strength has always been limited to coalition governments, as occurred in the early 1980's



source for their ideology. The oneissue that doestie the conservative parties together is
didike of intervention in economic matters by the state.
However, while the center-right versus center-left mode appliesin most of

Western Europe, the model does not accurately describe the Irish political party system.

in France, and for the most part are an afterthought when looking at the political landscape of Western
Europe.



Since Irdland’ s inception as a Sate, two center-right “ catch-al” parties, Fianna Fail and
Fine Gadl, have competed for power with very little competition from Labour, the very
week |eft-of-center party. (Holmes, p. 191) Some have described the Irish politica
system as having two and a haf parties, the two being Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl, with
Labour occupying the haf pogition. Not only isthe absence of a strong socidist party
unusud, but dassfying Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl in terms of center-right party structure
becomes difficult aswell. Nether party fits any of the models of center-right partieswith
adiginct ideologica underpinning for their conservatiam. Rather, both Fine Gadl and
Fanna Fail each take on dl of the characteritics of the center-right parties of Western
Europe: religion, economic liberdlism, and nationalism. In the European Union party
gructure, Fine Gael associates with the Christian Democratic group in the European
Union, while Fanna Fail joins with the Gaullists in the European Progressive group,
though Fianna Fail would be as equdly comfortable in the Christian Democratic group.
(Holmes, pp. 194-5) The seemingly random grouping of Fianna Fail and Fine Gael
among European center-right parties reiterates their position as “catch al parties’ and
raises the question of why Labour has been unable to compete, given that Fianna Fail and
Fine Gadl appear to be so closeideologicdly.

While Flanna Fail and Fine Gad are difficult to put into the European modd, the
Labour Party is clearly in the same classfication of the other center-1eft parties of
Ireland, belonging to the socidist grouping in the European Union. The Stuation in
Ireland is unique that two center-right parties with nearly the same ideology have been
able to hold on to power with extremely limited competition from center-Ieft parties.

According to Peter Mair, “In the 1980's and 90's, the Irish | eft (the Labour Party, the



Worker’s Party, and Democratic Left) polled an average of 14 percent of the vote, as
agang an average of more than 40 percent in the other west European countries’ (Mair,
p. 29). Mair aso notes that the Irish left's 14 percent of the vote placed it last in relation
to the performance of the left in other Western European countries; Switzerland is ranked
next to last, but even so the number of votes the Swiss left received was double that of
Irdland’s (Mair, p. 129). Inlooking at Irish history, society, and politica traditions, it

becomes clearer exactly why such apolitical anomay existsin Eire.

Irish Political System
In order to understand the politica party environment of Irdand, it isfirst
important to understand the Irish palitica system. The Irish Prime Minigter, the
Taoiseach, is chosen by the mgjority party or codition in the Dail, the lower house of the
Irish parliament, where a vast mgority of the government’s power islocated. The
members of the executive cabinet come from the ruling party or codition in the Dail.
The upper house of the Irish parliament, the Seanad Eireann, is like the British House of
Lordsinthat it isaddiberative body with little power. Seanad dections are held afew
months after the Dail’ s eections, and membership in the Seanad is chosen in large part
from corporatist panels with the intention of providing representation for interest groups:
An important part of the Irish politica processis the unique method in which
officids are sdected to the Dail. Ireland uses a system of proportiond representation

with asingle transferable vote (PR-STV) in which voters rank their choice for

3 Gallagher includesan excellent discussion of the Irish Seanad on pp. 198-200 of his article.



candidates.* Unlike the traditiona “winner take al system” used in Britain, which
facilitates atwo party system, the system of proportiona representation alowsthe
possibility of smdl parties gaining seets in the Dail, an outcome which has happened
increasingly in recent years. PR-STV dlows votersto rank their choices for office. Once
a candidate receives the number of votes required to recelve a seat, any more votes for
him or her go to the next candidate indicated on the balot. For a candidate who finishes
last among those on the ballot on a given count, his or her votes are taken away and
passed to the next indicated candidate on the voter’ s balot. PR-STV has contributed to
the large number of partiesthat hold seatsin the Dail. As Giovanni Sartori notes, “PR
formulas facilitate multi- partyism and are, conversdly, hardly conducive to two-
partyism.” (Ascited in Sinnot, p. 115) Eight parties held seets in the Dail following the
1997 dection with Sx seats going to independents. In determining the relative strength
of the parties, looking at the first preference vote Satistics are excellent ways of weighing
the relative strength of the various parties even though the measure does not necessarily

represent how seets are distributed in the Dail.

Irish Political Parties

Though it only ranks third in status and power among Irish politicd parties, the
Labour Party was actudly the first party to organizein Irdland. The party wasfirst
conceived in 1912 by the Irish Trades Union Congress and was formally founded in
1922. It was committed to “a moderate policy of defense of worker’srights,” but was

unable to compete with Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl. (Coakley, “ The Foundations of

* Sinnot includes an excellent discussion of the PR-STV system on pp. 115-17 of his article.



Statehood,” p. 22) The party logt a Significant amount of its support due to its inability to
engage the question of Northern Ireland’ s partition and has maintained the role of the
week third party since the inception of the Irish Free State. The continued weakness of
the Labour Party stems from the abbsence of industry and strong trade unionsin Ireland,
the anti-socidist views of the Irish Catholic Church, and Fianna Fail’ s &bility to attract
Labour’s core congtituency. Labour’s weakness demonstrates the unique position of the
Irish left relative to the left of the rest of Europe.

Sinn Fein, the mgor player in the politics of early Irdland, was formed from a
nationalist base in 1917 headed by aleader of the Easter Uprising and agiant of Irish
palitics, Eamon de Vaera. (Coakley, “ The Foundations of Statehood,” p. 14) However,
after the ratification of the treety with Britain that partitioned the country in 1922, leaving
Northern Irdand as part of the United Kingdom, Sinn Fein split, causing a civil war
between pro- and anti-treaty factions. The salit of Sinn Fein evolved into Fianna Fall,
composed of the anti-treaty forces, and Fine Gael, which represented the pro-treaty
forces. Fianna Fail under the leadership of de Vaeraturned into the dominant party of
Irish paolitics and is the mgority party to thisday. Fine Gad developed as acodition
among Cumman na nGaedhed (the pro-Treaty wing of Sinn Fein), the Blueshirts (the
Irish fascist movement of the 1920's), and a minor party, the Nationa Centre Party.
(Coakley, “ The Foundations of Statehood,” p. 21) Fine Gael quickly came to occupy the
second pogition of Irish palitics behind Fianna Fail. Labour became Irdand’ s small
center-1eft party, unable to compete with Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl.

Though Fine Gael and Fianna Fail evolved differently, the two parties are

ideologicdly center-right parties. Both parties owe their existence more to the history of



Ireland than to policy disagreements. According to the logic of the center-right versus
center-left model, one party should be able to represent the right of center ideology.
However, both Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl have been able to maintain a stranglehold on
Irish politics with little competition from Labour, the strongest representative of the lft.

Peter Mair describes three mgor events in discussing the evolution of the Irish
politica party system. Firgt was Fianna Fail’ s decision to belatedly accept the treaty in
1927 and take their seetsin the Dail. Its action changed the nature of the pro- and anti-
treaty battle, making the contest purely political and no longer fought as a civil war
(Mair, p. 144). The second important event that Mair describes occurred in 1948 when
Labour and Fine Gadl chose more socid democratic policies that led to Fianna Falil
claiming the mantle of “the nationd interet.” (Mair, p. 144) With Fanna Fail the party
of “the nationd interest,” the political situation would pit Fianna Fail against aFine
Gadl/Labour Party codition, aStuation that would continue until 1989. Mair’ sthird
important event occurred in 1989, when Fanna Fail entered into a codition with afellow
center-right party, the Progressive Democrats. This marked the firgt time that Fianna Fail
had entered into a codlition. Since 1989, no party has held sole control of the Dail, and it
gppears that codition governments will be ruling Irdland in the future.

Labour participated in codition governments with Fianna Fail and Fine Gael
between 1992 and 1997. Labour began the codition with Fianna Fail in 1992 with
Fianna Fail's Albert Reynolds as Taoiseach. Labour dissolved the codition in 1993 due
to policy differences with Fianna Fail and formed a codition with Fine Gadl, making
John Bruton of Fine Gadl Taoiseach. The codition change is Sgnificant becauseit isthe

fird timein Irish higory that a new codition formed without an intervening eection.



Theincreasng involvement of the smdler partiesin the Dail and the dedlining strength of

Fanna Fail and Fine Gadl made such an event possible.

The National Question

The controversy that has defined Ireland since the inception of the Irish Free State
has been the “nationa question”: whether or not to accept the treaty with Britain that
partitioned Northern Irdland from the Free State. The treaty was approved in 1921 and
the formal transfer of power occurred in 1922. The party that would evolve into Fianna
Fail was againg the treety, the party that would become Fine Gadl was in favor of the
treaty, and Labour was unable to make a sgnificant contribution to the issue. Asthe
most important issue in Irish politics was being discussed, Labour sat on the Sidelines as
it later would during the Troubles in 1968 and during the negotiation of the Good Friday
Agreement in 1998.

As a party dedicated to the rights of workers, Labour has refused to play arolein
the nationdist question. Instead, the party viewed the nationa questions as an issue that
had little to do with “ matters of immediate concern to its working class congtituency.”
(Mair, p. 133) Partiesto the left of center traditiondly view issues on a class basis and
not on a naiondist basis, they see the world with a socio-economic view ingtead of from
andaiondigtic perspective. However, the nationd question was the single most important
issue a the start of the Irish Free State. A party that did not address the question of
Northern Ireland could not compete, and this has pushed Labour into the second tier of
Irish palitics. (Mair, p. 133) Labour’sinability to spesk in terms of the nationalist

argument pushed its congtituency to embrace the nationalist rhetoric of Eamon de Vdera
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and FiannaFail. According to Michad Galagher, “For aslong as Irdand is politicaly
divided Fianna Fail will have something to stand for, a cause far more inspiring than
ether of the other main parties can offer, and will continue to win votes which in other
circumstances would go to Labour.” (Allen, p. 8) This point is remarkable when looking
at the eection statigtics: Fianna Fail has never received less than 40 percent of the killed

and unskilled working classes, Labour’s core congtituency. (Allen, p. 2)

Labour and the Catholic Church

A dgnificant hindrance to the development of the Labour Party has been the
strong presence of the Catholic Church in Irdand. John Coakley notes that “nationdist
and Catholic dements in Irish culture encourage a conservative outlook.” (Holmes, p.
193) Nearly dl the center-1€ft parties in Europe have embraced socidism in some form.
However, the Catholic Church’s adverse opinion of socidism combined with the politica
grength of the Church in Irdland prevented socialism from ever leaving the redm of the
political taboo. Theinability of the Labour Party to actively embrace at least some mild
socidigt principles has prevented the party from ever bresking free of the mold of Irish
political parties. The seemingly paradoxica relationship between socidism and Catholic
nationalism played alarge role in preventing the Labour Party’s success.

The Catholic Church in Irdland plays astrong role in al aspects of Irish life, and
political lifeisno exception. According to Jean Blanchard, author of The Church in
Contemporary Ireland, “The Bishops of Ireland appear to have more power, in practice,
than those of any other country in theworld. Asthe natura outcome of along historical

tradition...a member of the congregation listens more readily to his Bishop than he does,
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for ingtance, to his deputy.” (As quoted in Chubb, p. 101) The politica clout of the
Catholic Church is extremely visible within Labour Party itsdf. AsaLabour Party leader
dated in 1953, “I am an Irishman second; | am a Catholic fird....If the Hierarchy gives
me any direction with regard to Catholic socid teaching or Catholic mora teaching, |
accept without qudification in al respects the teaching of ... .the Church to which |
belong.” (Chubb, p. 103) Given such strong religious sentiment, it is not surprising that
the Labour Party, with pressure from the Church, removed the phrase “Worker’s
Republic” from the party condtitution in 1939. (Chubb, p. 101) The willingness of the
Labour Party to bend to the will of the Church demondtrates the Church’s political power.
A schism within the Labour Party in 1944 clearly indicates the problemthat the
party had with the double standard of adhering to the principles of the party without
going too far to the left and dienating the Church. The Labour Party split into two
factions, with one retaining the same name and another cdling itsalf the National Labour
Party (NLP). The cause of the split was whether to dlow aformer Irish Communist
Party member, Jm Larkin, to run for aseat in the Dal. (Allen, p. 79) The ITGWU (Irish
Trangport and Generd Workers Union), Ireland’ s largest trade union, |eft the Labour
Party to form the NLP on grounds that the Labour Party had permitted communist
influences to infiltrate the party and that the party would be unable to ever recover.
(Allen, p. 79) Afraid to be accused of embracing communist eements, Labour responded
to the NLP s splintering by ordering a McCarthy-style purging of the party. Rather than
remain true to the mild socidist principles of the party’s doctrine, the Labour Party tried
to match the level of the NLP s* Catholic nationalism,” which included the expulsion of

sax party members (Allen, p. 80)
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The NLP and the Labour Party would reconcile eventualy in 1950, but Labour’s
inability to maintain a coherent message in the face of fear of reprisals from the Catholic
Church and its supporters underscores the fine line that Labour had to walk between
leftist ideology and Irish nationalism. The strength of the Church pushed the party far
enough to the right that it was in many ways indistinguishable from the center-right
parties. It is possible that a stronger embrace of sociaism would have never been popular
inlreland, but it is aso clear that the Labour Party’ s bland version of Irish socidism
never became very popular either.

However, in recent years the political power of the Catholic Church hasbeenin
decline as exemplified by more open debates regarding birth control and abortion. The
declinein political power of the Church and its conservative view of socid policy could

dlow the parties of the left to procure more support than they could previoudy.

L abour’sWorking Class Congtituency

Asisthe case of nearly dl center-left parties, the Labour Party depends on the
support of labor unions for its success. However, Irdland’ s predominately agrarian
economy made that congtituency very smal. The Labour Party completely dedicated
itsdf to indudtrid related issues which did not result in a condituency large enough for a
ggnificant political base. The number of peoplein Irdand involved in nonagrarian
pursuits did not even rise above 50 percent until the late 1950's. (Coakley, “ Society and
Political Culture,” p. 38) In order to achieve politica success, Labour needed to attract a
condtituency larger than just the industria working class. Itsfailure to produce a broader

membership contributed to itsinability to compete with Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl.
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However, not only is Labour’ s core congtituency smdl, but Fianna Fail has
aways targeted and won a significant portion of the working class vote total. When
Eamon de Vderaformed Fianna Fail in 1926 from a plit within Sinn Fein, he
specifically targeted the poor and disenfranchised of the indudtria class. Hewasno
longer only interested in only exploiting Fianna Fall’ s success with the nationa question;
he was now inclined to form a populist base with both economic and nationdigtic
grounds. He said that he wanted Fianna Fail to “take an effective part in improving the
socid and materid conditions of the people.” (Allen, p. 15) Hewould achievethisam
by appeding to the nationalitic urges of Labour’ s core condtituency, the working class.
Labour made the traditional center-left argument that Irish poverty was a by-product of
the capitdist system and that the wedthy were to blame for the plight of the poor.
However, de Vderamade the much more exciting nationdist argument that the wedlthy
were not to blame for Irdland’ s poor; it was instead the British who were the culprits.

Looking away from the economic model put forward by Labour, de Vaera
wanted what he described as a*a program for the national good, not a class programme.”
(Allen, p. 18) He needed to get away from potentia class cleavagesin order to Sed
Labour’s support. He argued that the British were the cause of Irish poverty, and he
sated that he wanted a program of developing Irish industries “that minister to the needs
of the people and...protect them by adequate tariffs.” (Allen, p.16) The nationdigtic
argument was exactly what the impoverished Irish wanted to hear, and de Vdera's
resulting success was considerable. Fianna Fail has never taken less than 40 percent of

the working class vote, and Fianna Fail would be the dominant party in Irish politics for
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the next seventy years. The result of Fianna Fail’ s success among the working class

helped prevent any future success of Labour.

Irish Paliticsin the Last Twenty Years

In the last twenty years, the diminishing power of the two main parties, FHanna
Fail and Fine Gadl, has changed the landscape of Irish parties. Since the middle 1960's,
the two mgor parties would consstently get a combined share of more than 80 percent of
thetotd first preference votes. However, that percentage has consstently declined
through the 1980's, and the combined vote total for Fianna Fail and Fine Gael was 63.6
percent in 1992 and 67.2 percent in 1997. (Coakley and Gallagher, Appendix 2)

The result of the fal of the vote shares of Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl has not been
arisein Labour’ s vote share (with the exception of 1992), but rather an increasein the
vote share of small parties such as the Progressive Democrats, the Democratic Left, and
Sinn Fein. The decline of Fianna Fail’ s vote share has a so precipitated a movement
towards codition governments, as demonsgtrated in dl of the governments of the 1990’ s.
The results of the 1989 dection pushed Fianna Fail into a codition with the Progressive
Democrats. Fianna Fail dso formed a codition in with Labour in 1992 which lasted until
1993 when Labour dissolved the codlition and entered into a government with Fine Gad,
acaodition that stayed together until the 1997 eection. Following the 1997 dection,

Fanna Fail entered into a codition with the Progressive Democréats.
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Present Problemsfor the Labour Party

Given Irdand’ s recent economic advancement, nearly dl political parties, with
the notable exception of Sinn Fein, have rushed to embrace free trade and involvement
with the European Union. The structura funds that the European Union has sent to Eire
aswdl astheforeign direct investment that membership in the EU has brought make it
very difficult for the Labour Party to make an anti-free trade argument asit did for so
many years. The economic success that Ireland has experienced makes criticizing
economic policy very difficult. Labour’s old position had been that both membership in
the EU and free trade hurt the Irish worker, but that position is difficult to maintain when
the unemployment rate has reached an al-time low and the GDP continuesto grow. Asa
result of Irdland’s economic growth, Labour’s economic policy has becomeidentica to
that of Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl. Labour's platform had aways been a solely economic
one; and now that that its platform isidentical to those of the other parties with respect to
trade and EU poalicy, adeclinein Labour's standing has resulted since the 1992 eection.

However, in 1992 Labour had gained more segts in the Dail than ever before and
had received more than double itsfirst preference vote tota compared to 1989. (Mair, p.
147) Labour’'s strongest showing since 1922 had given the party 33 seatsin the Dall,
and the party then joined with Fine Gadl to form the codition government. (Nedlon,
1993, p. 6) However, Labour’s success would not continue. The party had a dismal
showing only five years later in the 1997 dection when it only secured 17 segtsin the
Dail. (Nedlon, 1997, p. 6) Labour’s decline could be attributed to the platform changes

that it made between 1992 and 1997.
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The resignation of Labour Party head Dick Spring, the deputy Taoiseach under
the codition governments between 1992 and 1997, has |ft the Labour Party with no
clear leadership. Spring was by al accounts a skillful leader and was a big reason for the
Labour Party’ s successin 1992. His absence has caused problems for Labour since the
1997 election.

However, Labour’ s performance in the next eection may be improved by its
absorbing the Democratic Left (DL), aparty to the left of Labour which had strong
representation among Dublin’s blue-collar workers. (Holmes, p. 192) The merger
formally took place in January of 1999 and should assist the Labour Party in surpassing
its 1997 performance in the 2001 eections. Assuming that nearly al of the Democratic
Left’ s supporters will support the combined Labour-Democrétic Left party, the merger
would give Labour roughly 2.5 percent more of the first preference votes and about four

more seats in the Dail. (Nedlon, 1997, p. 6)

Will There Be a New Representative of the L eft?

With Labour’s abandonment of its traditionaly pro-worker stances, Sinn Fein
remains the only anti- Europe and anti-free-trade party in Irdland. A sgnificant number
of unskilled workers who used to work in labor-intensve aress are unable to find
employment in Irdland’ s new technology- based economy. These unemployed workers
have traditionally looked to Labour to defend their interests, but Labour’ s support among
such condtituents is declining with the movement of Labour to a pro-EU, pro free-trade

platform. Thanks to Labour’s switch, some of these disenfranchised voters voted for
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Sinn Fein, as demongtrated by its gaining a seat in 1997 compared to having no seatsin
1992. (Nealon, 1997, p. 6 and Nealon, 1993, p. 6)

The success of Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl is assured for aslong asIrdand’'s
economy continues to grow. However, if the economy should ever worsen, Labour and
possibly some other parties as well may change their stances on the EU and free trade.
Sinn Fein would have the most to gain from any economic downturn because they will be
ableto blame Irish trade policy for the decline. If Sinn Fein softensiits nationdist
rhetoric, it is not inconcaivable that it could pick up afew more seets in the next dection
and continue to erode Labour’ straditiona position of representative of the working class.
Of course, Snn Fein's giving up its nationdist rhetoric would be amgor departure from
the established platform of the party; but if it did dter its postion even moderately, the
political dividends could be significant. The move of Labour to the middle crestes a
vacuum on the left, however smal it may bein Irish palitics; Snn Fein could move into

it, thus dtering the Irish politica landscape.

Conclusion

The basic reason that Ireland’ s political party structure does not look like that of
the rest of Western Europe is that the Irish experience in the development of political
inditutions is much different. Fanna Fail and Fine Gadl each owe their origins and their
subsequent success to the conflict over the nationd question However, on the reverse
sde, Labour can trace its lack of successto itsinability to address the “ nationd question”

adequately. Labour’s continued failure can aso be attributed to Irdland’ s conservetive
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socid environment and Labour’ s atractiveness to only asmdl portion of the Irish
population.

However, with the recent political and socid changesin Ireland, the progpects for
the Irish left may be getting better. The strength of the Catholic Church is diminishing,
asisthe stranglehold of Fianna Fail and Fine Gadl on the Irish eectorate. But the parties
of the Irish left must avoid moving too far to the middle where they would be swallowed
up by Fianna Fail and Fine Gael. The opportunity for the success of the Irish |eft exists
only if it can provide a clear dternative to the policies of the two mgor Irish politicd

parties.
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Abstract
The political party systems of nearly al Western European countries consst of a
center-right party againg a center-1eft party. However, in Ireland two center-right parties
compete for power with very little competition from any partiesleft of center. Inthis
article the author explains why the Irish left has been so wesk in the past and what its

prospects are for the future.
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