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 “Cluskey - The conscience of Labour” 
 

“Conscience makes cowards of us all”. But so also can the quest for power particularly for some on the left who seek 
justification for the abandonment of core principle. The trick is to marry the two and effect real change where it 
matters. Successfully managing that difficult political challenge was the life’s work of the late Frank Cluskey, former 
Labour Party leader as revealed in this biography launched ironically on the same day that part of his achievement in 
social welfare for single parents was unravelled by his successors in the Irish parliamentary Labour Party. 
 
Frank Cluskey’s CV reeks with street cred. Born and reared on Dublin’s north side he served an apprenticeship as a 
butcher. As Jack McGinley notes, he didn’t lick his trade unionism off the ground and in 1954 at the age of 24 
succeeded his father, (who had worked with Big Jim Larkin), as a branch secretary of the Worker’s Union of Ireland. 
 
Though enlisted in the industrial army, he quickly saw the necessity of involvement in the political arm of the labour 
movement. 
 
That commitment began by his winning a Dublin South Inner City council seat for the Labour Party. It was a path which 
was to lead him to roles as TD, Lord Mayor of Dublin, MEP, government minister and leader of the Labour Party. 
 
Though pragmatic, he was driven by purpose and by his conscience, as Jack O’Connor reminds the reader, “to work for 
an economy and society anchored in egalitarianism based on social solidarity rather than in the culture of the quick 
buck”. His motivation was moreover not just informed by policy but by personal experience, having as a boy witnessed 
the effect of long term unemployment on working families. 
 
Above all, he was not afraid to lay that conscience on the line, resigning from government on one occasion on a point of 
principle over the Dublin Gas Company. He had many achievements, but if he is remembered for one thing it is his work 
in combatting poverty, especially his work in the Department of Social Welfare in the area of pensions, social welfare 
payments and children’s allowances. If he had a blind spot it may have been the North, though to be fair unlike others 
within the party at the time, his views were conditioned by what he saw as the effect of war on ordinary working people 
and not by any other motivation. 
 
While sterling and resolute in pursuance of his and the Labour Party’s political goals, he was nevertheless also noted for 
his wit which was employed against friend and foe alike. Of the late Brian Lenihan snr he once said that he was too 
often caught “with his foot to the floor and his mind in neutral”. Closer to home , as leader of the Labour party he was 
having a hard time getting the parliamentary party chairman, one Michael D Higgins to attend a crucial party meeting. 
Upon being informed that the chairman was in South America at an important conference on world peace he remarked 
“That’s typical of Michael D. Give him the choice of saving the world or of saving the Labour Party, and he’ll always go 
for the easy option”. 
 
Unlike some others in the labour movement he managed to successfully and honourably combine conscience with 
power to make a difference for ordinary workers and their families and communities and emerges as a man who never 
forgot his people or his purpose. At the end of it, he was a working class Dubliner and a Larkinite from whom many such 
as former colleague, John Horgan, learned “the values of courage, consistency and principle in a rough and 
unpredictable world”. 
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