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Power and ideas: the legitimisation of the end of the
Irish social partnership model during the Eurozone
crisis
Angie Gago *

Portuguese Institute of International Relations (IPRI-NOVA), Lisbon, Portugal

ABSTRACT
One of the consequences of the Eurozone crisis was the collapse of social
concertation. Some authors have explained that the need for fiscal
retrenchment deprived governments of resources to offer concessions to
trade unions (Regan, 2013). Although these explanations partly explain why
social partnership ended, we do not yet know how political actors achieved
this institutional change, neither which ideas they used to legitimate it. This
article adopts a discursive institutionalist framework (Schmidt, 2008, 2010) to
identify the ideas and the causal mechanisms through which political leaders
were able to exercise ideational power in a paradigmatic case study: Ireland.
The article argues that external constraints during the crisis empowered
specific political actors that used the crisis as a ‘moment of political
opportunity’ (Béland, 2005, p. 10) to end the social partnership model. They
constructed a communicative discourse to legitimise this change based on
the ideas that social partnership was dysfunctional and undemocratic.

KEYWORDS Eurozone crisis; Ireland; social partnership; democracy; discursive institutionalism

Introduction

There is abundant scholarly literature on the collapse of social partnership in
the EU during the Eurozone crisis (see Molina & Miguélez, 2013 for Spain; Gon-
zález Begega & Luque Balbona, 2015 for Spain and Portugal; Doherty, 2011;
D’Art & Turner, 2011; Bach & Stroleny, 2013; Regan, 2013 for Ireland). Most of
these accounts focus on macroeconomic constraints (Molina & Miguélez,
2013, p. 8; Regan, 2013, p. 4) to explain why governments did not resort to
social concertation to address the effects of the crisis. Regan, for example,
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explains that the newmacroeconomic context brought about by the Eurozone
crisis did not allow governments to offer concessions to trade unions due to
the need for fiscal retrenchment and internal devaluation (Regan, 2013, p. 4)

However, materialist explanations exclusively based on interests do not
tell us the whole of story, as to ‘understand institutional change fully, one
must recognize the central role of ideational processes in politics and policy-
making’ (Béland, 2007, p. 23). Besides, materialist accounts embedded within
Historical institutionalist perspectives tend to identify institutional change as
something abrupt (Schmidt, 2010, p. 14), and thus mask the ongoing ideo-
logical contestation that exists over certain institutions in times of stability.

By adopting a Discursive institutionalist perspective (Schmidt, 2008, 2010),
this article’s contribution to theoretical debates that link ideas with institutional
change is twofold. First, the article adds to theoretical discussions on incremen-
tal versus revolutionary change by showing that institutions-even when they
are broadly supported by political actors – are under constant ideological
dispute. Second, the article goes beyond the argument that ideas ‘matter in
politics’ (Rueschemeyer, 2006, p. 1) to demonstrate how these ideas matter
when they are in interaction with other elements. In this sense, the article pro-
poses a causal mechanism that unfolds the causal relations between ideas,
conflict and power to explain institutional change.

In order to test these arguments, the article explains the discursive decon-
struction of social partnership in a paradigmatic case study: Ireland. The end
of the social partnership model was the most important institutional change
in Ireland during the crisis (Maccarrone et al., 2019, p. 329). The two major
Irish political parties, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, had relied since 1987 on
social dialogue with social partners to negotiate wages and to agree upon
welfare and labour policies by renewing social partnership agreements
every three years (O’Donnell & O’Reardon, 2000). Some authors acknowledge
that this model of socioeconomic governance achieved social and political
stability (notably by reducing industrial action) that was not only beneficial
to economic prosperity, but also had the support of the main political
parties and civil society (Baccaro & Simoni, 2004; Collins, 2004).

Nevertheless, when the crisis worsened in 2009, the Fianna Fáil/Green gov-
ernment and the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) were unable to renew
the wages agreement. Moreover, the Fine Gael/Labour government elected
in February 2011 also opted for unilateralism and did not restart national
social dialogue with trade unions. With the exception of two sectoral agree-
ments signed by public service trade unions and the governments in 2010
and 2013, no national pacts were signed during the crisis period.1 Empirically,
the Irish case gives us fundamental insights about the relationship between
ideas, conflict and power. Some authors argue that the end of Irish social part-
nership was due to the decline of trade union’s power (Culpepper & Regan,
2014). Culpepper and Regan explain that Irish trade unions could not offer
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neither the ‘stick’ (strikes) nor the ‘carrot’ (mobilising consent) to the govern-
ment, and therefore the latter did not need to include them in policymaking
processes (Culpepper & Regan, 2014). This article takes up this argument with
the objective to offer a complementary explanation based on the changes of
power relations within the government. Although these changes have been
pointed out by the literature (Murphy et al., 2014; Regan, 2017), they have not
been systematically reviewed from an ideational perspective to explain how
the empowerment of certain sectors within the government served as a
‘moment of political opportunity’ (Béland, 2005, p. 10) to advance negative
ideas against social partnership.

This is important because, as this article empirically shows, despite of the
stability of the Irish social partnership model, this institution was ideologically
questioned before the Eurozone crisis. The model was sustained due to the
existence of old powerful agents (mainly leaders of Fianna Fáil and the
Prime Minister office) and pragmatic reasons (the reduction of industrial
action in the beginning, and electoral interests later). To the contrary, other
political, economic and societal actors (above all the Minister of Finance,
but also political parties such as Fine Gael, the media and business associ-
ations) had shown their ideological disagreement with the model before
the Eurozone crisis but they did not have the power to dismantle it.

Moreover, the article demonstrates that when external constraints during
the crisis strengthened those agents, they constructed a communicative dis-
course(Schmidt, 2000, 2002) to legitimise the end of social partnership based
on the ideas that social partnership was economically dysfunctional(detri-
mental to economic competitiveness) and undemocratic.

With the objective to test these arguments, this article uses process tracing
methods, which are useful to ‘demonstrate how such ideas are tied to action’
(Schmidt, 2008, p. 308). In so doing, it triangulates different types of data such
as documentary sources, secondary literature, journalistic accounts, media
news and biographic books. The empirical evidence of this research is also
supported by the data collected in the seven elite interviews that were
carried out by the author in January 2017. Interviews were made to those
responsible for negotiating social partnership agreements in the beginning
of the Eurozone crisis such as representatives from the trades unions,
senior civil servants and politicians involved in the administration and nego-
tiations of social pacts. All interviews were semi-structured, anonymous, and
lasted between one and two hours.

The article proceeds as follows. The next section develops the analytical fra-
mework based on the Discursive institutionalist approach. The third section
explains incremental ideational change in Ireland before the crisis. The fourth
section shows how the crisis empowered certain political and societal actors.
The fifth section analyses the communicative discourse developed by these
actors to legitimate the end of the social partnership. The last section concludes.
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Conflict, ideational power and institutional change

This article proposes an analytical framework based on the Discursive institu-
tionalist approach to trace the causal connection between ideas and insti-
tutional change. This relationship has often been contested because it is
difficult to show how ideas alone cause change in institutions (Campbell,
2002, p. 22). Spite of this difficultness, some scholars have shown that
ideas can influence politics through their interaction with other factors in a
sequence (Rueschemeyer, 2006, p. 13). We draw on this argument and
propose a mechanism that unfolds the causal power of ideas when they
are in relation to other factors such as conflict and power.

First, the article is inspired on ideational analyses because they help us to
reveal the conflict beneath the surface that exists in times of institutional
stability (Peters, Pierre, & King, 2005, p. 1275). Second, it is claimed here
that ideas on their own have little enforcement power if they are not pro-
moted by powerful actors (Béland, 2005, p. 10). Therefore, the concept of
ideational power is usefulbecause it helps us find the mechanisms through
which ideas and power interact (Béland, Carstensen, & Seabrooke, 2016,
p. 315). Third, the article claims that although ideational change is in most
cases incremental, political actors need to find ‘moments of political oppor-
tunity’ (Béland, 2005) to bring ideas to the fore in the political debate. In
order to do so, political actors construct a communicative discourse to
place ideas in the political agenda that serve to drive and legitimise insti-
tutional change. In the next sections, we elaborate further our theoretical
proposals.

Conflict and ideational change

Institutional change is in most cases the result of a conflict over ideas that
comes from periods of institutional stability (Peters et al., 2005, p. 1278).
Ideas do not emerge from a vacuum in moments of crisis. Whereas materialist
accounts fail ‘to identify the political conflict and dissensus with at the surface
might appear stable’ (Peters et al., 2005, p. 1278), ideational accounts are
useful to identify ideational change, ‘how old ideas fail and new ideas
come to the fore’ (Schmidt, 2010, p. 14). Therefore, it is important to pay
attention to how ideas change over time (Carstensen, 2011, p. 597).

In relation to this, Discursive institutionalism distinguishes evolutionary
from revolutionary change (Schmidt, 2010). Evolutionary change involves
incremental alterations of ideas usually associated with endogenous
factors, whereas revolutionary change is related to sudden changes of
ideas normally brought about by exogenous factors.

In addition, each type of change implies different levels of ideas. Revolu-
tionary change is easier at the level of programmatic ideas at the cognitive
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level, which are paradigms that aim to provide solutions to policy problems
(Béland, 2007; Hall, 1993). On the other hand, incremental change also
requires changes in ‘deep philosophical ideas’ related to normative values
that ‘usually operate slowly by adapting themselves naturally to new circum-
stances’ (Schmidt, 2014, p. 196). The analysis of both cognitive and normative
ideas is fundamental when we want to account for ‘paradigm shifts’ (Hall,
1993) because ideational change can only be successful if both programmatic
and philosophical ideas are connected (Béland, 2005, p. 8). Therefore, the first
proposal of this article is that to account for ideational change we need to
identify ideational conflict in times of stability to recognise both normative
and cognitive ideas.

Power and moments of political opportunity

But in what way do these ideas matter? Carstensen and Schmidt argue that
one significant way is through agents’ promotion of certain ideas at the
expense of the ideas of others (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 319). There-
fore, before analysing how ‘policy ideas are communicated and translated
into practices’ (Campbell, 2002, p. 21), we must identify the political and
societal actors that have the ideational power to advance or resist alternative
ideas (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). Although entrepreneurs contest ideas in
times of stability, it is common for ‘power-seeking actors’ (Carstensen, 2011,
p. 597) to use moments of crisis to push their ideas. When institutions are con-
tested, powerful actors use ideas as ‘weapons’ to achieve institutional trans-
formation (Blyth & Mark, 2002, p. 39).

In this sense, ‘moments of political opportunity’ (Béland, 2005, p. 10)
are important here because this is when entrepreneurs are able to
bring their preferred solutions to the fore in the political debate to
provide a solution to an existing problem (Béland, 2005, p. 10). This was
already put forward by Blyth and Mark (2002) when they explained that
ideas not only help powerful actors to ‘define a crisis as a crisis’ but
also to plan their strategies to face it (Blyth & Mark, 2002, p. 10). The
second proposal of this article is that, in order to link ideas with insti-
tutional change, we need to identify the empowered political actors
that are able to exercise ideational power in ‘moments of political oppor-
tunity’ (Béland, 2005).

Bringing ideas to the fore: communicative discourse

Finally, how do political actors bring ideas to the fore in the political debate?
As Peters et al. (2005) argues, ‘ideas are crucial elements in the battle to place
issues in the agenda’ (Peters et al., 2005, p. 1295). Political discourses articu-
late different forms, types and levels of ideas. Schmidt distinguishes two
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types of discourse: coordinative and communicative discourse (Schmidt,
2000, 2002). Coordinative discourse is that used by policy makers during dis-
cussions and bargaining in the policymaking process whereas communica-
tive discourse ‘encompasses the wide range of political actors who bring
the ideas developed in the context of the coordinative discourse to the
public for deliberation and legitimation’ (Schmidt, 2010, p. 3). Agents can
use their ‘power over ideas’ in the context of communicative discourse to
impose their ideas and resist alternative ones (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016,
p. 323).

On the other hand, agents can also use their ‘power through ideas’ to per-
suade other political actors (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 323). In relation to
this, politicians use communicative discourse strategically and deliberately to
achieve public support and legitimise specific programmes (Béland, 2007).
The analysis of communicative discourse allows us to observe ‘how and
when ideas in discursive interactions enable actors to overcome constraints’
(Schmidt, 2010, p. 4). Therefore, the third and last step of the causal mechan-
ism proposed here claims that empowered political actors legitimate their
ideas through communicative discourse. Figure 1.

Incremental ideational change in Ireland before the Eurozone
crisis

This section evaluates the incremental ideational change that led to the col-
lapse of social partnership in Ireland. This change was mostly incremental for
two reasons. First, the model had weak ideological embedding in the main
Irish political parties. Second, negative ideas on this policymaking model
had also evolved since very early, leading to the model being in constant
process of contestation.

Figure 1. Steps of the causal mechanism and empirical observations.
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One the one hand, the social partnership ideology was never embedded in
the major Irish political parties, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael (Doherty, 2011,
p. 384). This made the Irish social partnership model heavily dependent on
the entrepreneurship and ideas of specific political actors, mostly from
Fianna Fáil (Roche, 2009). Roche dates the origins of social partnership to
the ideas of the former Fianna Fáil leader, Sean Lemass, who was crucial in
obtaining the trade unions’ support for the party (Roche, 2009, p. 185).

Although placed on the centre-right of the political spectrum, Fianna Fáil’s
commitment to the trade unions had converted it into a corporatist party par
excellence. As Begg explains: ‘The Fianna Fáil Party has always worked – and
with some success – to secure trade union support, much to the chagrin of
the Labour Party’ (Begg, 2016, p. 149). Later, Lemass’ ideas were put in practice
by two other Fianna Fáil leaders, Bertie Ahern and Charles Haughey2 (Roche,
2009). Ahern, who was Taoiseach from 1997 to 2008, became the ‘political
guarantor of social partnership’ when he governed with ministers that were
more reluctant to negotiate with trade unions (Roche, 2009, p. 200). The Irish
social partnership became the responsibility of the Taoiseach’s office.

Although the processes of negotiations with social partners were never
formally institutionalised, some characteristics of the process gave it some
regularity and stability. Therefore, social partnership became a central part
of Irish policymaking since the fiscal crisis of the 1980s (Hardiman, Murphy,
& Burke, 2008, p. 618). The role of the National Economic and Social
Council (NESC) was central to this process as it had been responsible for pro-
ducing policy documents that served as benchmarks for the negotiations
since the late 1980s (Nye, 2001, p. 192). Before the Eurozone crisis, nego-
tiations with social partners were therefore coordinated by the Department
of the Taoiseach (Murphy & Hogan, 2008, p. 591) where senior officials and
the prime minister were responsible for coordinating the discussions with
NESC and bargaining with social partners. This led to the emergence of a
stable model of socioeconomic governance even though there was a lack
of formal institutions. In fact, the programmes elaborated by NESC ‘were
more or less endorsed by governments and parties of all political hues’
(Roche, 2009, p. 200).

Nevertheless, negative ideas about social partnership slowly evolved
before the crisis, notably within Fine Gael but also in the media and certain
sectors of academia (Baccaro & Simoni, 2004). Political parties such as Fine
Gael have traditionally expressed reluctance about the social partnership
model and had relied on this strategy for pragmatic reasons rather than ideo-
logical commitment (Doherty, 2011; Roche, 2009). Since the early 1990s, Fine
Gael criticised social partnership by saying that it was undemocratic (The Irish
Times, 2007). Although it never tried to openly dismantle it, it changed its
procedures when it was in government. For example, in 1996, the Fine
Gael Prime Minister, John Bruton, created the Community Pillar to invite
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non-profit organisations to social partnership (Larragy, 2006, p. 1). The objec-
tive was to inject participatory democracy into the model (Meade, 2005,
p. 364).

Moreover, part of the Irish media had also shown their doubts about the
Irish social partnership model before the crisis. In 2001, the Irish Times pub-
lished an article title ‘The Hypocrisy of social partnership’ where Kieran Allen
questioned the ability of social partnership to redistribute wealth (Allen,
2001). Negative ideas on social partnership had already been present
within certain sectors of the Irish academia before the crisis as some econom-
ists had argued that social partnership was ‘counterproductive’ (Baccaro &
Simoni, 2004, p. 1). Whereas social partnership had survived in the 1990s
thanks to the association between this model of socioeconomic governance
and the economic growth (Regan, 2016), in the late1990s some economists
started arguing that social partnership had deviated from its initial economic
objectives. There were voices against negotiating with social partners even
within Fianna Fáil, leading to the model’s ‘weak ideological foundations’
(Doherty, 2011, p. 384). This was the case of the former FF finance minister
Charlie McCreevy who was removed from his position in 2004 when he
ignored the commitments adopted by the Taoiseach in the context of the
negotiations of the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (Regan, 2012,
pp. 148–149).

The Eurozone crisis: moment of political opportunity

During the Eurozone crisis, political actors that held negative ideas about the
social partnership were empowered, notably the Ministers of Finance and
Fine Gael. First, the cabinet reshuffle undertaken on 7th May 2008 in the
Fianna Fáil/Green coalition government led to the appointment of new
leaders that were not close to social partnership processes and dynamics.
Second, the general elections of February 2011 resulted in the victory of
Fine Gael, which formed a government with the Labour Party and used the
crisis to push for the end of the social partnership.

On the one hand, the cabinet reshuffle led to the ‘political guarantor of
social partnership’ (Roche, 2009, p. 200) and former Taoiseach, Bertie
Ahern, being replaced by Brian Cowen. Although Brian Cowen had not
shown special antipathy towards the social partnership while he was the Min-
ister of Finance, the social partnership model was ‘less central to his political
identity and reputation’ (Roche, 2009, p. 204). Besides, the new Minister of
Finance, Brian Lenihan, who adopted the leading role in managing the
crisis, had openly expressed his opposition to the social partnership.
Neither Brian Cowen nor Brian Lenihan had close relationships with trade
unions (Interview A). For these reasons, the shifts of power after the
cabinet reshuffle in 2008 were detrimental to the social partnership. The
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arrival of people that had already shown publicly their negative views about
trade unions decreased trust between the government and trade unions
which is central for successful negotiations (Adshead, 2011, p. 87) A represen-
tative from the UNITE trade union explained to us in the interview that when
the Eurozone crisis started:

They had at the helm of Fianna Fáil people who didn’t really understand the
trade unions, and were more susceptible to the ideological line put out by
Department of Finance… I think they had to make a choice. Whether to con-
tinue down the road of Social Partnership or to side with finance capital. And
they sided with finance capital. (Interview A)

In relation to this, the strengthening of the Department of Finance was one of
the biggest political changes during the crisis. As noted in the literature, this
is common during economic crises when external macroeconomic con-
straints tend to upgrade ‘the relative position of many finance ministries
within their domestic governmental systems’ (Featherstone, 2001, p. 7).
Along the same lines, Moury and Standring illustrate how the Portuguese
centre-right government was strengthened during the crisis and used the
‘bail-out to pass reforms it wanted all along, going further than the original
deal with international lenders’ (Moury & Standring, 2017, p. 672). Regarding
the Irish economic crisis, some authors have shown how Irish governments
conformed to the pro-cyclical and social retrenchment policies advocated
by the Troika (Hardiman & Regan, 2013; Robbins & Lapsley, 2014; Dukelow,
2015). In order to do so, all policy coordination was transferred entirely to
the Department of Finance (Regan, 2013, p. 17). When the crisis worsened,
the new Fianna Fáil that took power considered that the Taoiseach depart-
ment, which had been the holder of the partnership agreement, had too
much power and the power was seized back by the Department of Finance
(Interview B). The Minister of Finance, Brian Lenihan, explained himself to
the press: ‘There’s no doubt… the Department of Finance lost its influence
in the administrative machine and I’m quite proud of the fact that I’ve
restored quite a lot of that influence’ (Minihan, 2010).

As a result, the Irish Department of Finance had more power than the
Department of the Taoiseach and other governmental departments, which
at the same time had consequences for the dynamics of social partnership
(Regan, 2017, p. 125). Senior officials at the Taoiseach’s office who had coor-
dinated the social partnership process with social partners in the past had
retired or had been moved to other departments (Regan, 2016). In turn,
the office of the Taoiseach became not only became very small but officials
in charge with negotiating with social partners had disappeared, and only
remained there those who were more reluctant to negotiate (Interview B).
The new Minister of Finance, Brian Lenihan was central for the end of
social pacts as he did not believe that trade unions could play a role to
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solve the crisis (Murphy et al., 2014). During the negotiations of the wage
agreement with trade unions in 2009 the differences between the Prime Min-
ister and Brian Lenihan came to the surface. Whereas Brian Cowen wanted an
agreement with the trade unions, Brian Lenihan opposed to negotiate and
preferred to act unilaterally to impose cuts (Interview D). The differences
between Brian Cowen and the Minister of Finance regarding social partner-
ship led to a divergence of views about how to solve the crisis. Whereas
the Prime Minister wanted to preserve some kind of national consensus
given that Fianna Fáil was rooted in that tradition, the Minister of Finance,
who came from a technocratic background, preferred to solve the crisis uni-
laterally(Interviews, A, E).

Moreover, the general elections of February 2011 were won by Fine Gael
and this resulted in the consolidation of anti-social partnership procedures
and dynamics. The Troika’s arrival and the implementation of the Memoran-
dum of Understanding confirmed the empowered role of Finance. First, the
negotiations with the Troika placed the Department of Finance at the
centre of the main decisions (Interview B). Second, the strengthening of
Finance was consolidated through a series of institutional reforms
implemented by the Fine Gael/Labour coalition.

The government created the Department of Public Expenditure and
Reform led by the Minister of Public Expenditure and Reform (Brendan
Howlin, 2011-2016) on 6th July 2011. This new department was split off
from the Department of Finance, and its objective was to address the
specific challenges of structural reforms brought about by the Eurozone
crisis. In practice, this meant that the importance of the departments that
were responsible for fiscal policy and structural reforms increased given
that since it now had two ministers and more influence in decision-making
processes. In addition, the Fine Gael/Labour government created the Econ-
omic Management Council, formed by the Prime Minister, Enda Kenny, the
Deputy Prime Minister, Eamon Gilmore, the Minister of Finance, Michael
Noonan, and the Minister of Public Expenditure and Reform, Brendan
Howlin. This Council centralised all decision-making on the management of
the crisis and negotiations with the Troika (Interview E).

In addition, the political and institutional changes under the Fine Gael/
Labour coalition led to a decrease in the influence of certain political actors
that had been central to the social partnership model before the crisis. The
government moved the Labour Market Policy Unit, which dealt with indus-
trial relations and labour markets issues, from the Department of Jobs, Enter-
prise and Innovation to the Departments of Education and Social Protection
(Regan, 2013, p. 139), which had less enforcement power. Also, the role of
NESC changed during the crisis and its influence on government policymak-
ing was reduced (Regan, 2016). Other political actors, such as the employer’s
organisation and the banking sector, became more influential during the
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Eurozone crisis together with the Department of Finance and the Department
of Public Expenditure and Reform (Doherty, 2011). Regan explains that the
small firms’ association (SFA) increased its participation in the policymaking
process during the crisis and it acquired greater influence since then
(Regan, 2013, p. 17).

Finally, the empowerment of certain entrepreneurs usually reflects a
reduction in the power of other political actors. Many authors explain that
the last decades have witnessed the decline of trade unions’ power and legiti-
macy (Culpepper & Regan, 2014, p. 723; D’Art & Turner, 2011; Regan, 2013,
p. 16). Irish trade unions have lost their power to veto reforms due to
lower union density (D’Art & Turner, 2011, p. 157; Geary, 2016, p. 134) and
the loss of mobilisation capacity (Cox, 2012). Besides, it has been noted
that trade unions lacked a discursive critique of the crisis and a strategy to
overcome their exclusion from the policymaking partly because theyhad
accepted the need for some austerity (Interviews, A, B).

Communicative discourse: deconstructing social partnership

Those political and societal actors that were empowered during the crisis
formed ‘discourse coalition’ (Schmidt, 2014), and they elaborated a commu-
nicative discourse against the social partnership model based on two ideas.
The first idea argued that the social partnership was ‘dysfunctional’
because it had created counterproductive effects that were detrimental to
economic growth. This idea is placed at the cognitive level because it
‘serves to justify policies and programs by speaking to their interest-based
logic’ (Schmidt, 2008, p. 306). On the other hand, the second idea underpin-
ning the communicative discourse was that social partnership was ‘undemo-
cratic’. This idea is placed at the normative level because it ‘attaches values to
political action and serves to legitimate the policies’ (Schmidt, 2008, p. 3017).

The social partnership as dysfunctional

As we have seen above, the lack of ideological commitment of Fianna Fáil to
the social partnership became clear when the new leadership was appointed
after the cabinet reshuffle in 2008. The main political entrepreneur for the
deconstruction of social partnership was the new Minister of Finance, Brian
Lenihan, who argued that social partnership was a part of the problem and
not the solution to the economic difficulties raised by the crisis, and issued
a report to that effect (Regan, 2013, p. 17). One of the arguments sustained
by the Ministry of Finance to justify the end of social dialogue was that
public sector unions had ‘too much influence over policymaking’ (Interview
A). In that sense, Brian Lenihan saw trade unions as a part of the problem
rather than the solution (Interview B). In the report, the Department of
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Finance established a direct relationship between the need to restructure and
strengthen the department and decreasing ‘the dominance of the social part-
nership process’ (Minihan, 2010). Also, in December 2009, Brian Lenihan
declared to the press that the social partnership had done ‘enormous
damage’ to the Irish financial system (Rogers, 2010).

Another key ideational element put forward by the Ministry of Finance was
that the social partnership had created a series of dysfunctionalities that were
detrimental to economic growth. These ideas that associated social partner-
ship with the causes of the economic crisis regained importance during the
Eurozone crisis. Empowered agents exercised their ‘power over ideas’(Car-
stensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 323) to impose the end of social partnership
and exclude trade unions from the decision-making processes. The Depart-
ment of Public Expenditure also supported the view that many problems
that had led to the crisis required a different approach to social partnership
(Interview G). In addition to the internal reports of the Ministry of Finance,
different entrepreneurs in the banking sector also developed this argument
in various reports that became influential in the political debate (Interview
C). One of them was the ‘Honohan report’, named after Patrick Honohan,
the governor of the Central Bank of Ireland (CBI), an economist and a
member of academia who was appointed as the governor of CBI in Septem-
ber 2009. In an article prepared for the World Bank, Honohan explains that
social partnership had proved useful to achieve wage moderation only in
the first decades of implementation, but from the 2000s it became associated
to the dysfunctionalities of the property bubble:

In each negotiation, in order to obtain or cement agreement of the unions to
moderate basic pay trends, the government offered policy concessions, gener-
ally including an explicit or implicit understanding that income tax would be
reduced. These tax reductions did help to buy wage restraint in the 1980s
and 1990s, but left the government accounts exposed to a downturn
(Honohan, 2009, p. 3)

In conjunction with the Department of Finance and the banking sector,
business organisations also constructed a discourse based on the ‘dysfunc-
tionalities’ created by social partnership. The Irish Small and Medium Enter-
prises Associations (ISME) called on the government to end the social
partnership. As the chairman of ISME, Eilis Quinlan, declared in the annual
conference in 2009: ‘the trade unions, in particular the public sector
unions, have been allowed to ride rough shod over the economy through
the so-called Partnership process and in dealings with Government’ (RTE,
2009).

The discursive deconstruction of the social partnership as economically
‘dysfunctional’ is associated to the argument put forward by Dukelow
(2015) about the use of the crisis by Irish governments to reinforce ‘its
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dominant neo-liberal policy paradigm’ (Dukelow, 2015, p. 94). Entrepreneurs
established a link between the social partnership and the ‘mistakes’ associ-
ated to the property bubble. Social partnership was blamed for having sus-
tained an economic model that was over-reliant on the revenues of the
bubble to increase social spending (Interview F). As the revenues were no
longer available, this opened the window to justify austerity and the end
of social partnership as the model of socioeconomic governance that had
underpinned it:

The breakdown of social partnership combined with the congruence between
the government’s budgetary decisions and advocates of austerity further
shifted the power balance from the unions to those who argued for austerity
(Dukelow, 2015, p. 102)

On their side, trade unions were unable to challenge these ideas discursively.
ICTU proposed Keynesian economic alternatives to the ‘orthodox’ neoliberal
solutions of the Troika and the Irish governments (Dukelow, 2015, p. 100;
Geary, 2016, p. 144) but they found little or no resonance in public debates
(Dukelow, 2015, p. 101).

The social partnership as undemocratic

The discursive deconstruction of social partnership was also based on the
argument that the social partnership was ‘undemocratic’. Empowered
agents exercised their ‘power through ideas’(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016,
p. 323) to make their normative perspective on social partnership hegemonic.
This idea had also been developed by different Irish political actors and aca-
demics before the crisis (Collins, 2004; Teague & Donaghey, 2009; Gaynor,
2009). Most of these critics, supporters of liberal representative democracy,
consider that social partnership is illegitimate because it expropriates ‘elec-
tive assemblies and governments of their legitimate prerogatives, forcing
them to ratify decisions reached in private arenas’ (Baccaro, 2006, p. 202).
Whereas social democracy defends the existence of intermediate institutions
such as social partnership, liberal democracy advocates that these institutions
undermine democracy. In the same line, Gaynor explains that these critics
argue that social partnership ‘undermines the sovereign position of elected
political representatives, with key policy formulation and decision-making
taking place in forums outside the institutions of representative democracy’
(Gaynor, 2009, p. 3013).

The issue of transparency is another ideational element linked to the idea
of social partnership as undemocratic. Supporters of this idea complained
about ‘the lack of clear and widely acceptable criteria to justify the involve-
ment of some organizations and the (inevitable) exclusion of others’
(Baccaro, 2006, p. 202). Some authors analyse how social partnership in
Ireland developed ‘clientelistic politics’ (Cox, 2012, p. 2) as ‘membership in
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the “Social Partnership” became a sort of “trampoline” for a fast start in a pol-
itical career’ (Byszewski, 2012, p. 154). As Ross and Webb put it: ‘social part-
nership had become an industry unto itself’ (Ross & Webb, 2010). The
Department of Finance considered that social partnership had led to a demo-
cratic deficit because the government negotiated with the unions how to
allocate expenditure (Interview F).

Historically, the centre-right political party, Fine Gael, was the main politi-
cal entrepreneur that had put forward these ideas and it became the biggest
party in government since February 2011 (in coalition with the Labour Party).
As Roche explains, ‘concern with the democratic accountability of social part-
nership has been an abiding issue within Fine Gael and has made for con-
siderable ambivalence in the Party’s stance on the process’ (Roche, 2009,
p. 196). Worried about issues of democratic accountability, Fine Gael –
under the leadership of John Bruton, one of the supporters of liberal repre-
sentative democracy – campaigned in the 1990s to open the social partner-
ship process to NGOs and civil organisations rather than only to trade unions
and business organisations (Roche, 2009). However, Fine Gael was not the
only actor that criticised the democratic deficit of social partnership. These
concerns were also shared by specific personalities of Fianna Fàil, the
Labour Party and by community and voluntary groups (Roche, 2009).

Although the former Fianna Fàil Minister of Finance, Charlie McCreevy, was
not against the social partnership (Begg, 2016, p. 158), on one occasion he
had also declared that ‘he derived his mandate from the electorate’ (Roche,
2009, pp. 200–201). One year before the crisis erupted, Charlie McCreevey
and the ‘political guarantor of social partnership’, Bertie Ahern, engaged in
a discursive struggle about the democratic deficit of social partnership. In
an interview given by Mcgreevy for a book,3 he had argued that trade
unions wanted social partnership to be the place ‘where all kinds of decisions
would be made’ (The Irish Times, 2007). In response, Ahern defended the
democratic nature of social partnership because it was based on:

A recognition of the proper and distinct roles of government, on the one hand,
and the legitimate contribution to public life of the social partners who, entirely
in their own right, exercise very significant influence over the economic and
social life of this country (The Irish Times, 2007)

The views of the Labour Party on social partnership also reveal a certain reluc-
tance. In an agreed Statement by Fine Gael and The Labour Party, ‘A new
departure for social partnership’ published on 5th September 2005, they
argued:

One of the challenges for the continuing development of Social Partnership is
the need to create a greater sense of ownership and transparency in the
process. The process must be more open to scrutiny. The views of social
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partnership as antidemocratic have been extended to other lobbying activities.
(Fine Gael and the Labour Party, 2005)

The combination of external constraints and the Fine Gael/Labour coalition’s
electoral victory served as a ‘moment of political opportunity’ (Béland, 2005,
p. 10) to legitimate the end of social partnership by using those arguments.
Ideas about social partnership being undemocratic that did not have much
influence resurfaced during the crisis (Interview B). The ‘undemocratic’ idea
was a constant in the communicative discourse of Fine Gael. In 2015, the
Prime Minister, Enda Kenny, declared in his speech at the opening of the
National Economic Dialogue:

The social partnership model practised by previous governments had become a
closed shop, where decisions with national consequences were made behind
closed doors by a chosen few, accountable to nobody. (Kenny, 2015)

Other political and economic actors, such as the small business association,
ISME, also used ideas related to democratic accountability to legitimate the
end of social partnership. As the chairman of ISME declared to the press: ‘A
balance must be struck between the advantages of a continuous and
stable partnership, in terms of shared understanding and trust, and the dis-
advantages of the current rigid model in which certain interests have
become entrenched’ (RTE, 2009). Moreover, the Irish media was a central
agent in the deconstruction of social partnership as undemocratic and dys-
functional. Begg argues the Irish printed media has traditionally shown antip-
athy to social partnership (Begg, 2016). The economists and politicians that
did not agree with social partnership found a platform in part of the Irish
media to voice their arguments (Interview D).

Part of the Irish media, which has traditionally produced and legitimised
the neoliberal discourse (Phelan, 2007, p. 30), had two roles during the
crisis. On the one hand, the main newspapers such as the Irish Times or
the Independent served as the ‘megaphone’ that gave voice to the views
of politicians and business organisations and disseminated the discursive
struggles on social partnership. On the other hand, editorials and opinion
articles helped to communicate a negative narrative of social partnership.
With the aim of uncovering the ‘industry’ of social partnership, in 2009 the
Independent published personal information such as the salaries, houses
and pension entitlements of trade union leaders (Quinlan, 2009).

In 2015, the Independent published an article where Dan ÒBrien shown his
scepticism about the arrangements of social partnership because they
‘undermine the parliament’ (O’Brien, 2015). The media played a central role
in disseminating negative views about social partnership (Interviews, A, B).
The journalist, Dan O’Brien, also published various articles between 2013
and 2015 warning about the risks of going back to social partnership prac-
tices. In one of these articles, he concluded:
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Social partnership is ill-suited to countries with weak political institutions. It is
now clear that whatever reform of Ireland’s political infrastructure takes
place, it will not lead to radically more effective institutions. As such, social part-
nership should rest in peace (O’Brien, 2013)

This view was shared by the Fine Gael/Labour government. In the last years of
the crisis, the government created new channels to talk with social partners
such as the National Economic Dialogue. This forum had the objective to
consult social partners but nothing resembles the pre-crisis social partnership
practices. As Joan Burton, the Tánaiste, declared to the press: ‘nobody envi-
sions going back to the old style social partnership’ (Irish Examiner, 2015).
More recent studies have also pointed out that the return of social partner-
ship is unlikely (Maccarrone et al., 2019).

Conclusions

This article has shown that ideas played an important role in the collapse of
social partnership in Ireland but that ideas needed powerful actors to be com-
municated and to be effective. The ideas that social partnership was dysfunc-
tional and undemocratic had existed before the crisis but it was the
emergence of external constraints that allowed the carriers of those ideas
to bring it to the forefront of political debate and achieve the widespread
acceptance of Irish political, economic and societal actors. Social partnership
had been widely supported by political actors before the crisis but they were
not in power when financial problems worsened, making the social partner-
ship model more susceptible of being altered or collapsing due to the lack of
formal institutions.

The article has demonstrated that the Eurozone crisis functioned as a
‘moment of political opportunity’ (Béland, 2005) for the Department of
Finance, Fine Gael, the banking sector, business associations. They built a
communicative discourse based on the combination of a cognitive idea
that connected social partnership with the ‘failed’ Keynesian paradigm and
a normative idea that set social partnership in opposition to democracy.
The first idea connected exogenous factors – the risk of financial default –
with endogenous factors – lack of wage moderation during the property
bubble – to justify a shift in the political economy paradigm (Hall, 1993) to
eliminate social partnership. The second idea was related to deep values
about how to organise the democratic political system and also combined
exogenous and endogenous factors. The arguments that social partnership
was ‘clientelistic’ had strong resonance at a time when the narrative of the
crisis as resulting from the mismanagement of public finances became
widely accepted among the majority of Irish society (Fraser, Murphy, &
Kelly, 2013, p. 41).
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Notes

1. Social partners and the government signed the last social partnership agree-
ment, ‘Towards 2016: Review and Transitional Agreement 2008/2009’ in
November 2008 (Regan, 2013, p. 134).

2. Bertie Ahern was Minister for Labour in 1987 and Prime Minister from 1997 to
2008 and Charles Haughey Prime Minister was Prime Minister from 1987 to
1992.

3. Saving the future – How social partnership shaped Ireland’s economic success,
by Tim Hastings, Brian Sheehan and Pádraig Yeates.
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