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PR EFACE 

In 1950 , upon go ve rnment authori zati on , No el Br owne, 

the Minister for Hea lth, attempted to implement the Mo t her 

and Child Health Service of the 1947 Health Ac t. Thi s 

Scheme was intended to provide free maternity ca r e for 

mothers and free medical care to children under si xt ee n years 

of age. The Scheme not only caused a conflic t to arise 

between the government and the medical profes s ion but also 

between the government and the Catholic Hier arc hy. The ob­

jections on the part of the bishops finally caused · the 

government to reverse its decision and to withdr aw the 

Scheme. 

In my attempt to examine this particular cas e of Church­

State relations, I am indebted to many people. I would like 

to express particular gratitude to the following: Joseph 

Kavanagh, who first introduced me to Irish history; to Pro­

fessor Lawrence McCaffrey, who encouraged me to continue my 

studies in Irish history and whose valuable suggestions helped 

produce this thesis; to my parents and the Servite Fathers, 

who helped finance my research in Ireland; to Dr. Noel Browne, 

who gave up his valuable time for an interview; and to 

Thoma s Greaney, who was ~ ~ source of constant encouragement 

during the writing of this thesis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Although Roman Catholics comprise more than 90% of the 

total population of the Irish Republic, Rom an Catholicis m 

i s not an offici a l State religion. In fact, t he Ir ish Con st i­

tution specifically guarantees that the Stat e will not endow 

any religion. l The only mention of Roman Catholicism in the 

Constitution is as follows: "The State re cog ni se s the special 

po s ition of the Holy Catholic Apostolic and Roman Church as 

the guardian of the Faith professed by the great majority 

of the citizens.,,2 Despite the fact that the Church in Ireland 

is not accorded any kind of a privileged position, the Irish 

bishops did, in 1951, exert a significant amount of power 

and authority in matters which pertained to the State. 

This is the. paradox which characterizes the relationship 

between the Church and the State in Ireland. Legally and 

officially, the State subscribes to a policy of separation. 

The Church, however, has always looked upon its relation to 

the State in terms of expediency. 

The Irish Church has always been ready to bargain with 

the State if the results promised to be favorable. Thus 1 

before the Act of Union in 1800, the Irish bishops proclaimed 

lIreland, Constituti~n l Art 44, sec. 2, subsec. 2. 

2Ibid., Art 44, sec . 1 ~ subsec. 2. 



l oyalty t o th e Kin g of Engl a nd hopi ng , t he r eby, to obt a in 

r e l ie f fro m t he Penal l aw s. 

2 

At t he same t im e, t he Church ha s no t su ppo rt ed any t hing 

which woul d no t e nha nce i t s posit i on. Thi s exp l a i ns why 

t he I ri s h bisho ps an d cle rgy i n gen e ral hav e a l ways been s l ow 

to s up por t na t ionalisti c movem ents s uch as (1) Danie l 

O'C onn e ll's fight for Cathol 'ic eman c ipatio n , ( 2 ) Home Rul e , 

and (3) Sinn Fein. Here, the question wa s one of powe r and 

authority. The bishops believed that nati onal is m woul d take 

awa y some of the power, prestige, and a ut hor ity t hey 

posse ss ed as far as the laity was conc e rned . In other word s , 

t heir imag e was at stake. 

Furthermore, the Irish bishops have alw ays feared any 

po litical or social changes which might encroach upo n their 

authority . 

In addition to employing expediency in matt e rs of Church­

State relations, the Hierarchy often resorted to a certain 

schizophrenia which exists in Irish society. Many Irish 

Catholics believe that they may not, under pain of sin, criti­

cize the Ca t holic Church, its prelates and clergy. Along 

th e same lines, many Catholics also believe that obedience to 

a priest or bishops is alw~ys called for, no matter what. To 

disobey would be a sin . The bishops themselves have perpetu­

ated this mentality . A good example of th i s is the Archbishop 

of Dublin's regulation that Catholics may not under pain of 

mortal sin attend Trinity'~ ollege which is a non-Catholic 

universi t y. They need his express permission to do so. This 

" 
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ty pe of mentality l eav es th e people with onl y t hr e e pos si bl e 

courses of action: (1 ) unr es ervedly aecep t th e de c i s i on of 

the bi~hop s, (2 ) evad e t he pr oble m, or (3) re bel . 

This a ttitud e on the part of many Iri s h Cath o lics 

e xplain s why the Church of ten does int erfere i n ma t t e r s which 

pertain to the State. Although the State offi c i a lly s ubsc ribes 

to separation of Church and State, the member s of th e gov e rn­

ment are caught in the web of this schizoph re nia. 

~ 

'" 
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CHAPTER I 

THE CONTROVERSY WITH THE IR I SH 

MEDICAL AS SOCIATION 

4 

Ir e land's form of government is stri ct ly a parliament a ry 

system with a two-house legislature and a Pres id ent . Thi s 

system, however, differs from the present- day British gov ern ­

mental system in the sense that at various t i mes an ex cess 

of po litical parties was a definite part of th e Irish parl ia ­

mentary structure. In fact, during World War II, ~ o less 

than six different power blocs were represented i n Dail 

Eireann, which is the lower house of Parliament and, therefore, 

equ ivalent to the British House of Commons. These six power 

blocs were the Independent deputies and the followin g five 

political parties: Fianna Fail, Fine Gael, Labour, National 

Labour, and Clann na Talmhan. The larger and more powerful 

of these parties were Fianna Fail and Fine Gael. The Ind e ­

pendent deputies, however, played a very significant role 

since they often held the balance of power when no other party 

had a clear-cut majority in the Dail. 

Since the early 1930's, the ruling political party in 

Ireland had been Eamon De Valera's Fianna Fail party. A 

Fianna Fail party was in , ~ ower on March 27, 1947, when the 

then Minister for Health, James Ryan, introduced in Dail 

-. 
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Ei r e ann t he pro vi s i on s of wha t bec ame kno wn as Pa r t I II o f 

t he Hea l t h Ac t of 1947 . 3 Ac cor din g t o. l at er r e po r ts , Ryan 

had his one and onl y 11l ee t -ing wi th th e Me di cal Con su l t at iv e 

Coun c il on th e da y pr e vi ous t o which he in t r oduced th e Bi l l 

in the Da il . At thi s meet ing he announced " that t he r e would 

be no means te s t of e ligibility.,,4 

Since much of t he controversy later ce nt e r ed ar ound t he 

means test , it is absolutel y necess a ry th a t we ha ve a pro pe r 

understanding of thi s term. The means t es t wa s de s i gne d t o 

measure an individual's and/or family's income. Con seq uent 

on obtainin g this information, medical ex pense s wer e ei t he r 

asses s ed or eliminated as the case may have call ed for. 5 I n 

other words, the means test determined whethe r an l ndividual 

or family fell below a certain financial brac ket in order to 

qualify for free health services. 

While the Bill was still in Committee Sta ge , Ryan said 

that Part III of the Health Act, entitled "Mother and Child 

Service," could start in Dublin almost imm ediately.6 In late 

1947 , the Bill passed both Dail Eireann and Seanad Eireann 

the latter of which is the upper house of Parl i ament, and 

whieh is "composed of si xty members, of whom eleven shall be 

3 I r ish Press, Apr i 1 1·2, 1 9 5 1. p. 7. 

4Irish Times, April 28,1951, p. 3. 

5Interview with Thomas Greaney, former Clerk, Galway 
County Counei 1, April 1, 1968. 

6Irish Press, lac . c j t. - --

\ 
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nominated me mb e rs and fo rty - ni ne s ha ll be elected memb e rs . "? 

Thus , upon th e Pr e s id ent I s s i gnature, the Hea l th 13·j 1 ·1 be-

came an official Act of th e Oireac htas (Pa r l ia men t ) . Such 

an Ac t could only be nullified by anothe r Ac t of the Oire -

achta s or by a Supreme Cour t decis ion shoul d t he l a t te r deem 

th e Act contrary to the Constitution , 

Part III of this Act was precisely that part of the Act 

to which the Irish Medical Association and the Cat holic 

Hierarchy of Ireland objected. The followin g sections we r e 

the most important since they were the ones which came und e r 

such intense fire : 

21. - A health authority shall, in accor dance with 
regulations made under section 28 of this Act ~ make 
arrangements for safeguarding the health of women in 
respect to motherhood and for education i n that respect. 

22. - A health authority shall, in accordance with 
regulations made under section 28 of this Act, do, 
in respect to children in their functional area who 
are not pupils in any school, the following things 

(a) safeguard and improve their health and 
physical condition; 

(b) arrange for their medical inspection at 
schools or other places; 

(c) provide for their education in matters 
relating to health; 

(d) provide for treatment of their illnesses 
and defects; 

(e) ascertain cases of mental deficiency. 

23. - A health authority shall, in accordance with 
regulations made under section 28 of this Act, do, 
in respect of the pupils of every school in their 
functional area to which this section applies, the 
following things ---

(a) safeguard and improve their health and 
physical condition; 

(b) arrange for their medical inspection at 
the school or any other place; 

, 
.... 

?Ireland, Constitution, Art. 18, sec. 1. 

".l.. 

" 



(c) pro vid e for t he ir ed ucation in mat ter s 
r e l ati ng to hea l t h; 

(d) pro vid e fo r t r eatmen t of th e ir i l ln ess es 
and defe ct s; 

(e) as certain cas es of mental def i c i e ncy . 

27. - An amount no t exce eding on e -h alf the e xpe nses 
cer tified by the Mini ste r to hav e been properly 
incurred in accordance with regulation s made unde r 
section 28 of this Act, by a health au thor i ty in 
the execution of this Part of this Act s hall be 
paid to the health authority, out of money s pro ­
vided by the Oireachtas. 

28 . - The Minister may make regulation s app l icable 
to every health authority, every health authori t y 
of a particular class or a particular health autho­
rity as to the manner in which they are to exe r c ise 
their powers under this Part of this Act. 8 

7 

In very general terms, section 21 provide d for the safe-

guarding of the health of women as regards motherhood and for 

educating women as regards proper health procedures in respect 

to motherhood. Section 22 and 23 dealt with the health of 

all children while section 27 provided a grant to the local 

health authority for his participation in the Mother and Child 

service. But the most important provision was section 28 

which granted the Minister for Health the power to set up the 

Mother and Child service as he saw fit as long as his parti-

cular Scheme was not contradictory to any of the previous pro-

visions or sections. In effect, section 28 gave the Minister 

some freedom as regards t~e details of the Scheme. He could 

decide whether the services were to be free to the people, 

whether the people were compelled to avail themselves of this 

service, and whether a means test of eligibility was required -

... 
8Ireland, Acts · of the Oireachtas, Number 28 of 1947, 

"Health Act, 1947 . " 

" 
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in ord er to quali fy f or t he s er vices . 

Soo n aft er t he Bil l had been en acted i nt o l aw, J ames 

Dillon, an Independ en t depu t y f r om Co un ty Mo na gha n , challe nge d 

its constitutionali ty in the cour t s . On De cembe r 3 , 1947, 

he f iled suit to t est the co nstitutional ity of t he "Moth e r 

and Child" section of the 194 7 Health Act. 9 \~ hethe r Dillon's 

suit was sincere is open to serious questionin g . Seemin gly, 

this constitutional challenge could ve r y ea s ily have bee n a 

political issue especially since the counsel brief e d to a ppear 

for Dillon were John Costello, Cecil Lavery, Patrick McGil ligan, 

and P.J. Nugent. 10 Both Costello and McGill i gan were Fi ne 

Gae l deputies in the Dai1. Further credence is given by t he 

fact that Dillon dropped the charges soon after th e general 

election of early 1948 in which Fianna Fail lost control of 

the government. ll In addition, this must be taken in the 

light of the fact that John Costello became t he new Taoiseach 

(Prime Minister) and both Dillon and McGilligan beca me members 

of the new Cabinet. 

The Fianna Fail Government had intended to i mp lement the 

Health Act and its Mother and Child service before the summer 

of 1948. A general election on February 4, 194 8 , which had 

been precipitated by .such issues as unemployment, emigration, 

the cost of living, and, most important, a supplementary 

9Ireland, Parliamentary Debates (Dail Eireann), CXXV 
(1951), col. 733. 

1 0 I r i s h Tim e s, De c e m be r 8, 1 94 7, p. 7. 

11The Standard, April 20, 1951, p. 8. 

-
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bud ge t i nt rod uci ng new tax es , fo iled th e Gov e r nme nt ' s p l a n. 12 

Nei t he r a di sast rou s def eat at t he poll s nor a co al it i on of 

the oppo sit ion partie s as suc h man aged to ou s t De Va l e ra's 

governm e nt. Prim arily, a new politi cal par ty , Cl ann na 

Poblachta, dethroned the Fianna Fail Gov e rn ment. 

The new pa rt y ' s founder and leader wa s Sean Mac Br i de , a 

prominent figure in the Irish Rep ublican mov eme nt . Clann na 

Poblachta's nucleus was, in fact, "the hard cor e of ad va nced 

Republicans who had hung together since the Sa or Eir e [ Fr e e 

Irel a nd] days.,,13 This party and the principl es which it 

advocated attracted Dr. Noel Christopher Browne, a youn g and 

vi gorous intellectual. As soon became apparent, Clan n na 

Poblachta found a surprising amount of support throughout the 

country and, thereupon, decided to attempt to enter the po­

litical scene. In the 1948 election campaign, Clann na 

Poblachta promised vigorous nationalism and something akin to 

the Welfare State: "a reduction in the cost of living and 

special concern for the poor, the weak, and the unfortunate."14 

Noel Browne vigorously denounced the inadequate health ser­

vices of Ireland and this position brought to his support "the 

new party intellectuals and public-spirited social workers, 

while many of the very poor and unfortunate, feeling that the 

Labour party and the trade unions have done little for them, 

12Timothy Patrick Coogan, Ireland Since the Rising 
(London: Pall Mall Press, 1966), p. 93. 

13 Ibid ., p. 92. .. 
14Manchester Guardian Weekly, May 3, 1951, p. 13. 

-., 
~ 
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were g lad t o vote for s ome th in g di ff erent . " 15 In the gen e r a l 

elec tion of 194 8 , Cl ann na Poblac ht a poll e d 17 3,166 vot e s an d 

won te n sea ts i n Oai l Eir ean n. 16 

As a di r ec t r esu l t of Cl an n na Po bl achta' s entry i nt o 

po litics, Fi anna Fa il los t s ome of its sea t s in t he Oail. 

Theref ore, the Govern me nt could not retain i ts maj ori t y with-

out the help of at le ast one other small poli tical party. 

Ye t every element in the Oail refused to go a lon g wit h De 

Valera's party. Th e result was a cO~Lit i on or in t e r pa rt y 

gov e rnment composed of Fine Gael, Labour, Clann na Poblac hta, 

C1ann na Talmhan, National Labour, and Indepen dents . The new 

Cabinet was composed of all these elements as f ollo ws: 

Taoiseach ... 
Tanaiste & Minister for 

Social Welfare .. 
Minister for Educa­

t ion. . . . 
Minister for External 

Affairs ..... 
Minister for Lands. 
Minister for Posts 

and Telegraphs .. 
Minister for "Agricul-

t u re . . . . . . . 
Minister for Finance. 
Minister for Justice. 
Minister for Defence . 
Minister for Industry & 

Commerce ..... 
Minister for Local 

Government .... 
Minister for Health 

15Ibid. 

John Costello 

William Norton 

Richard Mulcahy 

Sean MacBride 
Joseph B10 \>J ick 

James Everett 

James Dillon 
Patri ck McGi 11 i gan 
Sean MacEoin 
Thomas O'Higgins 

Daniel Morrissey 

Mi chael Keyes 
Noel Browne 

16Coogan, QR. cit., p. 93. 

17Parliamentary Oeb,~tes, p. iii. 

, 

- Fine Gae l 

- La bour 

- Fine Gael 

- C. na P. 
- C. na T. 

- Nat. Lab. 

- Ind. 
- Fine Gael 
- Fine Gael 
- Fine Gael 

- Fine Gael 

- Labour 
- C. na P.l? 



Im me d i a t e l y afte r hi s first elec ti on to Da il f:. ir e a nn, 

Noe l Browne found him se l f i n an i mpo r t a nt Cabin et posit i on 

even though he had nev e r be fore be e n involv ed in poli tics . 

He wa sted no time in t he Hea lt h Depart me nt and i mmediate l y 

attempte d to t ackle I re lan d 's inadequate he a l t h servi ces . 

1 1 

In September 1949, Browne first inti ma te d th a t he pro­

posed to put into effect Pa rt III of the 19 47 Health Act . 

While speaking at a Clann na Poblachta meetin g at Cashel, 

County Tipperar~ on September 11, 19 49, Bro wne sa i d that he 

soon hoped to launch a Mother and Child Wel fare sc he me. 18 

Furthermore, Browne indicated that he would c irculate t he 

Scheme 's provisions to the medical profession be f ore releasing 

them to the public . Apparently, he was convinc ed ' th a t the 

Irish Medical Association would oppose certain provisions of 

the service which, in turn, would necessitate changes in 

the program. 

In June, 1950, Browne sent the details of a no-means-test 

Scheme to the Medical Association. He also inti ma ted to the 

medical profession at this time that there would be "no 

com p u 1 s ion ,t 0 nan yon e and t hat the s e r vic e w 0 u 1 d be f r e e to 

all. A clarification is necessary here as regards the meanin g 

of "no compulsion." The term did not mean, for example, that 

parents did not have the obligation to submit children to 

medical inspection. If this were the interpretation, "no 

compulsion" would be contrary to section 25, SUbsections (4) 

1 8 I r ish Tim e s ,S e p t ~m b e r 1 2, 1 949, p. 1 . 



an d (5) of the Health Ac t. Subs e ction ( ~) s La t ed t ha t " t he 

pa r ent s ha ll submit th e ch i ld t o s uch 'in specti on unle ss a n 

exe mp t ion f rom the in spect i on has bee n gra nLed unde r s ubse c­

tion (5) of this sect io n.,,1 9 Subse ct io n ( 5) th en s t a te d tha t 

an exempt ion could be granted if a prop e r ce rt i f i ca t e, si gne d 

by a registered medical practitioner, attes te d to the fact 

t ha t the child had been examined within a presc ri be d perio d. 

Hhat "no compulsion" must ha ve meant, then, was that mothers, 

children, and doctors were not to be forced to particip ate in, 

or avail themselves of, this particular progr am i f they di d 

not care to dO so . The important thing to rem ember here is 

that this "Mother and Child" service was to be available for 

those who wanted to take advantage of it. 

The Irish Medical Association's first major response was 

to poll its members regarding cooperation with the Scheme. 

Towards the end of October, 1950, the Medical Association 

prepared a referendum to be sent out to all its members. 

According to an editorial in the Association's Journal, this 

referendum was conducted in secret and the returns destroyed 

after they had been counted by "expert assessors outside the 

Medical Association.,,20 These were the questions: 

1) Do you agree to work a Mother and Child Health 
Scheme which includes free treatment for people 
who are able to pay for their own medical care? 

19Acts of the Oireachtas, section 25, subsection (4). 

20Journal of the Medical Association of Eire, XXVII 
(November, 1950), 73. ',-

.~ 



2) Do yo u ag r ee t o work a Moth er and Ch i l d Hea l th 
Scheme if pr iv at e pra ct i t i one r s a re ex c lude d . 

3) Do yo u ag ree t o work a Mot he r and Chi l d Il ealth 
Schem e which pro vi de s f or f ree tre a t ment fo r 
t hose who ca n a f f o r d t o pay ~ and i f priv at e 
pr actition ers are exc lu ded? 1 

13 

Since t he questi on s we r e ph rased i n thi s manne r, t hey would 

mo s t likely no t refl ec t a true picture of th e docto r s ' att i -

tude towards th e Moth e r and Child servic e. The quest io ns we r e 

eith e r phrased haphazardly, somethin g which can ne ver be done 

if one wants a true and valid result, or th ey wer e phras ed i n 

such a way as to obtain results favorable to the As so ci at i on 'S 

pOint of view. Whatever the reason, the ref eren du m cer t a i nly 

could no t have given a valid result of the doc t or s' a tti t udes. 

The Association claimed that 1,886 ballots were issued 

and that the results were as follow s : 

Question #1 - - Yes, 215 (20 %); 
Que s tion #2 - - Yes, 144 (14 %); 
Question #3 - - Yes, 240 (25 %); 

No, 779 (8 0%); 
No, 850 (86%); 
No, 754 (75 %).2 2 

In other words, on the average, only 794 or about 80% of those 

voting rejected the referendum in one for m or another. These 

results seemed to indicate an overwhelming rejection of the 

"fr ee service" clause of the Scheme. Upon further analysis, 

however, this was not necessarily the case. First of all, 

only 50 % bothered to return the questionnaire. With this in 

mind, we find that out of the total asked (1,886), on the 

average only 794 or 42 % rejected the Scheme . Secondly, we 

21Quoted in Irish Independent, November 24, 1950, p. 8. 
'-

22Ibid . 



1 4 

mus t remember t ha t not every do c tor i n Ire l and wa s a mem be r 

of the Medic al As so ciat i on and t ha t , th e r e by , not all of th e 

docto r s had rece i ved th e questi on naire . The Mi ni s tr y f or 

Health , as quot ed in t he I r i s h Times , est i mated th a t th er e 

we r e at th a t ti me appr ox im a tel y 2 ,500 doc t or s in I rel a nd. 23 

If we consider thi s , it bec omes qu ite app ar ent that on l y about 

32 % of al l the doctors in Ireland ha d ope nl y and officia ll t 

rejected cooperation with a "fr ee s er vi ce" Sc heme. Thi s 

repres e nts a completely diffe r ent picture th a n th e on e t he 

Association attempted to give. In other wor ds , t he Ass oc i a -

tion's clai ms are open to serious questioni ng . 

Nevertheless, the Medical Associ a tion a t tempte d to s pea k 

for all members of the profession. An editorial in the 

De cember Journal stated: 

the rejection [of the referendu m] was not bec aus e 
we do not wish to improve our health services, but 
because we members of the medical pr ofession, as 
experts in our own right, do not believe that the 
proposed Scheme is by any mean s the best available 
fo r the patients who are to be s erved by it, for 
the doctors who are to work in it2 and f or the 
future of the country as a whole. 4 

In order to give credibility to their a rgument that the 

services provided would not really be free, the Medical Asso-

ciation quoted fi gures having used British socialized medicine 

as an example. In 1949, the official estimates of British 

socialized medicine costs were b 346,000,000. Since mothers 

and children up to sixteen years of age represented "at a 

23Quoted in Irish T j~ es, January 4, 1951, p. 7 . 

24Journa1 of the Medical Association of Eire, XXVII 
(Dece mber, 1950),94. 
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co ns ervat iv e est i mat e 50% t o 60 % of medi ca l pr acti ce , " the 

equivalent of such a Sch eme in Brit aifl would hav e cos t 

b 173,0 00,00 0. 25 In Ir e lan d , allowing f or a popul a tion of 

only three million, the cost of Browne's Scheme would co me 

t o approximately b 12,000,000. In addition to th e s e fa cts , 

the As s ociation stated that "it should be r emembered th a t 

three-quarters of Britain's fabulous outl ay had t o be met 

from ge neral ta xat i on."2 6 

Indeed, the Association had cold facts to back up a very 

valid argument. But this interpretation of a fr ee service 

seemed to be a misunderstanding as to what Bro wne meant by a 

free service. Obviously, the Scheme would not really be free 

since the necessary costs had to be met somehow, probably 

through taxation. Likewise, Browne most probably envisioned 

the money to become available through some form of taxation. 

To think otherwise would have been unimaginable, rash, and 

immature. 

But the important question on the part of the Association 

ought not to have been whether the service would really be 

free. Rather, it should have asked whether taxes would have 

to be increased at all and, if so, to what extent. 

The Medical Association also envisioned the Mother and 

Child Scheme as a State encroachment into the medical field. 

The Association not only opposed Browne's particular Scheme, 

. but, seemingly, the 1947 Health Act as such. Statements by 

25Quoted in Irish Ti ~ es, March 12, 1951, p. 4. 

26 Ibid . 



1 6 

the As so ciation indi cat ed a ba s ic di sag r eem ent Ir./i Lh the Act ' s 

pro vi s io n of permitting a Min i s ter for Healt h t o imp l emen t 

th e Sc heme . A stat eme nt in th e Med ica l As s oc i ation ' s J ou rn a l 

questioned Browne's author ity: "th e Mini s ter fo r Health has 

in rec ent negotiations with the Association s ugg e s ted th at he 

was forced by the Act to set up certain servic es and that he 

could not (and would not) avoid this obligation."27 

But according to the Health Act as such, Browne, as 

Minister for Health, had no choice but to carry out th e l aw. 

Sections 21, 22, and 23 of the Act stated that a "health 

authority shall ... make arrangements" re gardin g t he health 

of women in respect to motherhood and the health of children. 28 

Se ction 28 said that the Minister "may make re gurati on s 

[ italics mine] ... as to the manner in which and the extent 

to which they [health authorities] are to exercise their 

powers.,,29 Therefore, the Act (1) required arrangements to 

be set up for implementing the Act, and (2) gave the Minister 

authority to regulate the arrangements. The Act never stated 

whether the Minister could or could not carry out implementa­

tion; instead, it merely stated that the Minister could regu­

late the details of the Scheme. 

The Association, therefore, opposed anything which 

resembled the Welfare State with the accompanying bureaucracy 

and possibility of State domination. This position became 

27Journal of the Medical Association of Eire, loco cit. 

28Acts of the Oirea2 htas, sections 21-23. 

29Ibid., sec. 28. 
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qui t e c l ear wh e n th e As sociat i on blu ntl y s ta t ed t hat "we a r e 

oppo se d t o be in g t old by ot he r s ho w t o t r ea t our pat i ents , 

be in g tol d whe re t o put our pa ti e nt s , and we ar e me nt a ll y 

compl e t e ly a t vari ance wit h any s c heme whi ch woul d t urn us 

body a nd s oul i nto c ivil s erv ants of th e St a te .,, 30 Thi s was 

a valid point to co ns ider on the pa rt of the me di cal pro -

fession. But, at the sam e time, the Asso c iati on seemed to 

overstate the argu ment . The Mother and Chil d Sch eme did not 

tell the medical profession how t o treat pat ien t s and wh ere 

to put the patients. Instead, the Scheme merely att emp t ed 

to set up a program so that these particular s e r vi ce s would 

be available to patients who desired them. 

During the controversy, the Medical Association's 

objections to socialized medicine were expres s ed i n va riou s 

forms - each emphasizing a different aspect. Browne's parti-

cu1ar Scheme would not only rob parents of their responsi-

bi1ity, but also "destroy professional secrecy, invade the 

patient's personal privacy, and sUbstitute political control 

for medical direction.,,31 

The Medical Association also objected to the Scheme on 

the grounds that there would be no free choice of doctors 

because "the only type of doctors allowed are State appointed 

doctors to particular districts ( District Medical Officersj.,,32 

30Journal of the Medical Association of Eire, loco cit. 

31Quoted in Irish Times, March 12, 1951, p. 4. 
~ 

32Journal of the Medical Association of Eire, 10c. cit. 
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An ot her s i gn if i ca nt objec t i on on t he pa r t of t he Assoc i ­

a t ion revolved around t he question of . th e me a ns t est . The 

Ass ociation believed that t he Mi ni ster for Health wa nt ed a 

Sc heme wi t hout a means test in order to ensure that ri ch and 

poor alike would be treated in the same manner . The Assoc i­

ation said that this implied that "if left to their ow n de -

vices, Irish doctors would g ive one kind of servi ce t o the 

rich and another to the poor.,,33 This was a misinterpreta-

tion. A no-means- te st Scheme merely meant th at all, rich an d 

poor alike, should have equal opportunities. 

Apparently, the Medical Association's ob jectio ns wer e 

not based on medical grounds as such but rather on the f act 

that no means test was required. As far back as December, 

1950, the Association had claimed that the term "means test" 

was "neither suggested nor adopted" by them. 34 Furthermore, 

the Medical Association refused to change its position since 

a statement of the Association on March 12, 1951 claimed that 

"th e words 'means test' have no place in the spirit of our 

proposals; but we do insist that a scheme of this kind should 

be reserved for those people who genuinely need to avail 

themselves of it.,,35 

In another objection to the Scheme, the Medical Associ-

ation . attempted to point out that the proper facilities did 

not exist for carrying out the program of the Scheme. The 

33Quoted in Irish Times, March 12, 1951, p. 4. 

34Journal of the MeJ ical Association of Eire, loco cit. 

35Quoted in Irish Times, March 12, 1951, p. 4 . 
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Asso ciation offer ed qu i te a str ong i nd i c tmen t of t he med i c al 

faciliti es in Ireland : 

We would also point out that th e sc heme, as e nvi­
saged , would be based on the dispens aries, many of 
which are so structurally bad that t hey wou l d not 
be passed by the Department of Agricultur e i ns pect or 
for the housin g of ca t tle. The plain f act s are 
that neither the equipment nor the ac co mo dation ar e 
available to meet the demands of this scheme, and 
that a dangerous strain would be thrown at once on 
hospitals and personnel. In this chaotic stat e t he 
patient must be the ultimate sufferer. 36 

Whether proper facilities existed or not was a ques tion which 

could not have been answered definitively unt i l a ll aspects 

of the Scheme had been worked out in detail. In e ffect, th is 

objection was not an indictment of the me dical fac ilities; 

instead, it was an indictment of the medical profession. If 

these conditions had really been as poor as described, the 

Association should long before then have made a concerted 

effort to have them alleviated. 

In early January, 1951. the Irish Medical Association 

summarized quite succinctly its objections to the Mother and 

Child Health Scheme. The objections were as follows: 

1) The Scheme will introduce a large scale of State 
control of the practice of medicine; 

2) The claim that the service will be free belongs 
to the realm of phantasy. The cost of the service 
will inevitably come from the pockets of the people; 

3) The Scheme rests on the principles that those of 
lesser means shall pay proportionately more so 
that those of greater means shall benefit; 

4) The element of compulsion is inseparable from 

36Ibid . 
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the Scheme ; and 

5) Pro per f ac il i t ies f or the wor kin g of the Sc heme 
do not e xi s t. 37 

Howe ver, th e Ass oci a t io n' s onl y va li d obj ec ti on se emed 

t o have been th e argu ment agai ns t what is now know n a s s oc i a l-

iz ed med icin e . The Medic a l Association it s e l f s t a t ed t hat 

"chief among the se objec t ion s were th a t th e Scheme woul d pa ve 

" 38 the way to absolute Stat e control of the pr ofe s s i on, .. 

Apparently, all th e oth e r objections r aised by th e Ass ocia tion 

wer e me rely tactics employed in the service of t he a r gument 

again s t State intervention. Yet, in all f a irne ss to Br ow ne's 

Sch eme, even this one objection seemed relativ e ly unim por ta nt 

in the light of the Scheme's objectives. 

We have seen the Medical Association's res ponse to the 

Mother and Child Scheme. How did Browne re act to th i s 

response? Undaunted by the Association's objection s , the 

Minister for Health slowly, but surely, forged ahead with 

his plans for implementation. At a Clann na Poblacht a meetin g 

at West Cabra, Dublin, on December 11, 1950, Browne stated 

publicly that "the mother and child health scheme is to be 

introduced early in the new year - as soon as final details 

have been completed.,,39 He firmly believed that this parti­

cular Scheme represented a "considerable advance by the State 

37Quoted in Irish Independent, January 5, 1951, p. 5. 

38Journa1 of the Irish Medical Association, XXVIII (June" 
1951), 91. 

39Irish Times, Dece~~ er 12, 1950, p. 1 . 



in th e applicati on of t hose f undament a l pr i nc i ples of s ocial 

ju st ic e with which th e count ry mu s t be com e mo r e c lose l y a s so­

c iat ed in th e mind s of t he peopl e s of the world.,,4 0 

In sp i t e of the Me di ca l Ass oci a tio n ' s str ong ob je ctio ns 

to a no-m eans-test Sch eme , Browne remain ed ve ry ada me nt. 

Ag ain an d again he empha s ized that there ou ght not to be a 

means t est and that this was the position of t he gover nme nt. 

He insisted that all , rich and poor alike, sh oul d have th e 

sam e chance of obtainin g the best hospital di ag nosi s and 

treatment. 

By insisting so strongly on this pOint, t he Minister fo r 

Health was not the most tactful of men. He insisted time and 

again that 

he believes that the only way to obtain a first-clas s 
service is to have no means test, so as to ensure 
that the rich and poor will be treated alike; he is 
satisfied that many families would go without medical 
care, or cripple themselves financially in order to 
get medical care, rather than submit themselves to 
a means test; he does not feel that an intrusion 
into the private affairs of any family is j usti f ied 
simply because its income is small and a me mber of 
it happens to need medical attention; its retention 
in a service of this natur~ involv es the perpetuation 
of an out-of-date concept. 1 

. In other words, Browne attempted to avoid at all costs 

a further degradation of an individual or family which was 

already very poor. A no-means-test Scheme would, at least, 

restore some of the person's dignity. In order to attain this 

end, the Minister for Health apparently felt that a no-means-

40Ibid. ',-

410epartment of Health Statement, quoted in Irish Times, 
March 6, 1951, p. 1. 

-. 
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t est Scheme and a fre e s e r vic e for those wh o wi s he d to 

avail themselves of it was an absolut e ne ce s sity. 

As i f to prove that he would not a lt er hi s po s i t ion r e -

gar din g a free service, Browne simply di smissed the Medic a l 

Ass ociat io n's referendum. He convincingly stated t hat the 

referendum questions had been 

phrased in such a wa y that if the membe rs of the 
Association adhere to the spirit of certain reso­
lutions and principles laid down from time to time 
by the Association on their behalf, it can only 
result in the returns from that Referendum showing 
a hostility and antipathy by the Medical Asso ciation 
to the proposed Mother and Child Scheme. 42 

What was Browne's driving force? What was he trying to 

accomplish or, to put it in different terms, what was he 

trying to alleviate? Ever since his initial cam ~aign for a 

seat in Dail Eireann, he had been very concerned about the 

health situatiQn in Ireland. One aspect on which he focused 

his attention was the excessively high maternal and infant 

mortality rate in comparison to other nations. The infant 

mortality rate in Ireland at that time was considered to be 

extremely high in comparison to Great Britain's rate of 

thirty-six per one thousand deaths. 43 Even in the midst of 

his controversy with the Medical Association, Browne stated 

that he was very much concerned about the "still scandalously 

high preventible disease rate and avoidable death-rate figures 

42Quoted in Irish Independent. November 14. 1950, p. 3. 

43Manchester Guardian Weekly, May 3, 1951. p. 13. 
',-
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among t hi s s e c tion [m othe r s an d ch il dr en] of our peor l e . "44 

Acc or din g t o Jo hn F. Cunn i ng ham , . Prof essor of Ob st etrics 

an d Gynaeco log y , Univ ersity Co ll ege , Du bl in, maternal mo r ­

tality "comp ri ses the deaths of a ll mot he r s who hav e di ed 

from an y caus e during pregnancy, labour, o r wit hin s ome si x 

weeks from the birth of the child, irres pectiv e of whether 

the death had been due to childbirth or not" and in fan t 

mortality "comprises the deaths of all infant s which occ ur 

during the first year of life.,,45 Accordin g t o th e Me di cal 

Association, however, infant mortality rat es we re goin g down . 

In 1947, the figures for Ireland were si xty-ei ght per one 

thous and while i .n 1950, there were only forty- f iv e pe r one 

thousand. In Oublin the figures were slightly hi·gher: i n 1947, 

eighty-eight per one thousand and in 1950, forty-eight per 

one thousand. At this time the maternal mort a lity r a te was 

two per one thousand. 46 Whether infant mortality rates were 

actually going down however was questionable. On that same 

page i n the Irish Times, a short notice gav e th e following 

information: Of the 197 deaths in Dublin city for the week 

ended March 3rd, 26 were infants under one year; 19 were under 

one month old.,,47 A marked difference was noticeable: in 

1947, the infant mortality rate in Dublin was 8 .8%; in 1950, 

it was 4 . 8%. However, in one week in 1951, the rate was 13.1 %. 

44Quoted in Irish Times, March 1, 1951, p . 1 . 

45Quoted in Irish Ti mes, March 17, 1951, p. 9. 

46Irish Tim es, Mar ch 12, 1951, p. 4. 

47Ibid. 
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Fu rth er s pot chec ks rev ea led that the i nfa nt mortality rate 

in Dubli n av er aged abo ut 10%. A small vari ation i s und er -

standable, but not such a l a r ge one. The ref ore, th e Associa-

t ion's c laim that infant mort ality r ates were going down was 

possibly questionable. 

Both the Medical Association and Profe ss or Cunni ngh am 

pointed out that if the infant mortality rate was to be lo wered, 

its underlying cause must be alleviated. Acc ordin g to th e 

Association, these causes were an improveme nt in "t he standards 

of housing, mutrition, hy giene and workin g conditions. ,, 48 

This was precisely what Browne wanted to accomplish. As out-

lined in section 21 of the Health Act, Browne wanted mothers 

to be educated in the matter of proper nutrition ·and hy giene. 

Throughout the controversy. Browne moved ah ea d as if there 

were no objections on the part of the Medical Ass ociation. 

One could almost say that he forged ahead in ~~ of the 

Association's objections. On March 6. 1951, the Minister for 

Health published the details of the Scheme. When in full 

operation. the Scheme was to provide: 

For mothers (before. during. and after childbirth): 
1) free family practioner care; 
2) free specialist. consultant and hospital treatment, 

if necessary; 
3) free visits from the midwife at home. if 

necessary; 
4) free dental and eye treatment. 

For children (up to sixteen years of age): 
1) free medical care (incl. inoculations and 

injections) at school and at home for all 
illnesses; 

'-

48Ibid. 



2) free speciali st , consultant, s ur gi cal an d 
hospital tr e at me nt; 

3) free home visi ts by Public Hea l th nur s es; 
4) free dental and eye treat~ent. 

Supp lementary provlsl ons in regard to Scheme : 
1) choice of doctor, including the fa mi l y 

doctor, if he desires to partici pa te in 
the Scheme; 

2) the Scheme to be available to anyone who 
wants to make use of all or part of it; 

3) no compulsion, no means test, no cont r ibu­
tions; 

4) no interference whatever with the doctor­
patient relationship; and 

5) no doctor's bills in respect of maternity 
or the h~alth of children up to si xte en years 
of age. 4 

25 

Obviously, the objections raised by the Medical Associa-

tion had not discouraged Browne at all, since th e provisions 

of his particular Scheme were definitely in keeping with the 

stipulations of the 1947 Health Act. Furthermore, the details 

of the Scheme effectively destroyed most of the Association's 

objections. First of all, the Scheme did not force anyone to 

use the services which were being provided. The provisions 

did not force doctors to join the Scheme, nor did it tell them 

how to treat their patients. Therefore, the Scheme did not 

force doctors to become civil servants of the State. Apparently, 

the Scheme did not violate ethical principles since it neither 

invaded the privacy of the individual nor, necessarily, 

impaired the doctors' care and attention of patients. 

The only objections of the Association which might not 

have been answered were the ones in relation to "proper faci-

lities" and "no free choice of doctors". Whether this parti- -

cular Scheme would actua l '-ly lower maternal and infant mortality 

49Irish Times, March 7, 1951, p. 1. 

\ 
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rates did not depe nd on proper faciliti es bu t rather on the 

number of people who would av a il them s elves of t he ser vic e . 

Browne had also r ea lized th a t a "no free choice of doctor" 

clause could cause sev ere hardship on the general pra cti tion­

er. For that reason he had written to all doctor s as king 

them whether or not they would be interested in joinin g th e 

Scheme. He was willing to amend the Scheme to e na ble general 

practitioners to join the Scheme. 50 

Having examined the 1947 Health Act, how it became Noel 

Browne's duty to implement the Mother and Child Sc he me, the 

Irish Medical Association's response to the Scheme, and, 

finally, Browne's reaction to the Medical Association's 

objections, we must now investigate chronologically those 

aspects of the controversy which made it so bitter. 

Besides having responded directly to the provisions of 

the Health Act and the proposed Mother and Child Scheme, both 

the Medical Association and the Minister for Health hurled 

accusations at ~ach other which prevented or, at least, fore­

stalled a settlement. These accusations often either clouded 

the real issues involved or they gave the erroneous impression 

that a previously taken position was altered. 

Apparently, the Medical Association had already objected 

to the no-means-test Scheme which had been announced in 1947 

by James Ryan. Even before Browne had sent the details of the 

Scheme to the Association, he commented that some members of -

50Irish Independent, March 17, 1951, p. 3. 
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t he medical pr of ess ion to ok a stand of "unco mpro mising ho st i -

1 i ty " towards the Sc hem e. 51 

Yet in sp ite of th e diffic ultie s be twe e n the Medical 

Association and Browne in 1950 , both sides we re willing to 

discuss matters in the hope that a settlemen t could be reached. 

On October 24, 1950, the Minister for Healt h and members of 

the Medical Association discussed the Scheme whereupon "it 

was agreed that certain points would be considered furth er by 

the Minister and the Association."52 Even while the referen-

du m question raged, the Medical Association was willing to 

continue further discussion in the hope of reaching an agr ee-

ment. An editorial in the Association's Journal stated that 

"it is intended to continue further discussion with the Mini-

ster and his Department in the interval [until the referendum 

returns are counted], for clearly many points of detail can 

be discussed without delay on either side.,,53 During an extra­

ordinary general meeting of the Irish Medical Association on 

November 23, 1950, one member went so far as to urge "that a 

Commission be set up, representative of the profession, the 

G~vernment, Heads of Churches, teaching bodies and trade 

unions, to inquire into the health services and to advise on 

ways and means for improvement." 54 

51Irish Press, April 12,1951, p. 7. 

52Irish Independent, October 25, 1950, p. 3. 

53Journal of the Medical Association of Eire, XXVII 
(November, 1950), 73. ~ ... 

54Ibid., XXVII (December, 1950), 15. 

, . 
;;. 
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After Browne had jus tifyably que s tioned t he phra s i ng of 

the referendum, the Ass oci ati on seemed more concer ned about 

the Mini ste r for Health th an abo ut the Sc he me. On November 

14, 1950, a Medical Association statement attacked not the 

Scheme but Browne: "it is surely astonishin g that a free 

and secret ballot of the members of any profession or trad e 

on a vital matter should be subjected to comment of this type 

by a Minister of State at a time when it mi ght influence the 

result of the bal1ot.,,55 

After the Medical Association had clearly pointed out its 

objections to the Scheme, differences between the Minister and 

the Association turned into fierce attacks. Around the end 

of January, or early February, 1951, an anonymou i pamphlet was 

distributed throughout Ireland. This booklet advocated the 

Scheme and directly attacked the Medical Association. The 

document, which does not seem to be available anymore, was 

partially quoted in the Irish Independent: 

It [the Scheme] means an end of the "Red 
Ticket" era. It means the end of the pauper "poor 
laws" in spite of the opposition largely centered 
in the wealthier members of the medical profession 
who know little of the misfortunes and the unhappi­
ness of the poor, and care less. 

The profession wants to maintain the means 
test - the IImeans test ll associated with the IIpa~ger" 
laws and the "occupation times" by the British. 

55Quoted in Irish Independent, November 13, 1950, p. 6. 

56Ibid., February 13, 1951, p. 8 . 

... 

~ 



In mid-February, th e Association i s sued th e fo llow in g 

statement: 

Some weeks ago the Association obtai ned 
possession of a copy of this document. It charges 
the medical profession and the voluntary hos pita l s 
with criminal and callous indifference to wards 
those people not in a position to pay large fees. 
This document, which purports to be in defense of 
the Mother and Child Scheme. has been circulated 
to householders, particularly in the Dublin Corpora­
tion housing areas, and also in other parts of the 
country. Inquiries were instituted by the As socia­
tion as to the authorship and circulation, and 
these are still being pursued. 57 
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The question immediately arose regarding the authorship 

of the pamphlet. The Medical Association was torn between 

attributing authorship and circulation to either Clann na 

Poblachta or Browne himself. In a letter to the, Minister. 

the Medical Association said that "they were informed that 

this document had been circulated by members of the Clann na 

Poblachta Party."58 However, the Association's Journal 

seemed to blame Browne when it stated that liThe Minister's 

disavowal is incomplete and, therefore, unsatisfactory."59 

Browne replied to this allegation by means of a letter 

to the press. He stated that he did not like the anonymous 

circulation of the document and that he was not aware of the 

fact that Clann na Poblachta had circulated it. 60 His letter, 

57Ibid. 

58Quoted in Irish Press, April 12. 1951, p. 7. 

59 The Journal of the Irish Medical Association, XXVIII _ 
(March, 1951), 43. 

60Irish Press~ April 12, 1951, p. 7. 
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however , never direc t ly den i ed the allegation that he was 

re s pon s ible for the pamp hlet. Clann ~a Poblac ht a , on t he 

other hand, issued a statement clearly disassociatin g the 

party from the pamphlet. Clann na Poblachta s tat ed t ha t the 

Medical Association's assertion that the party was re s ponsibl e 

was "completely without foundation.,,6l The si gnificance of 

the pamphlet did not concern the question of author s hip. 

Rather. its importance lies in the fact that it widened the 

gulf between the Minister and the Association. 

After the anonymous pamphlet episode, the mud-slinging 

started in earnest. In his uncompromising stand regarding a 

no-means-test Scheme. Browne often lost sight of the real 

issues also. On March 1, 1951. he issued the following 

statement: 

I may say. in passing. that I have little reason to 
feel optimistic concerning the likelihood for a 
favorable outcome to these prolonged negotiations 
with the Medical Association, but I sincerely hope 
that my worst fears will not be realized and in 
spite of every effort on our part, I regret to say 
that these nego~~ations are not progressing as well 
as I had hoped. 

In retaliation. the Association issued the following 

statement : 

The Association would. in fact, gladly cooperate 
with a reasonable Minister for Health to give the people 
the services they need. It has. however, been our 
misfortune to deal with a Minister who has jeopardised 
every effort at amicable discussion by untimely and 

61Quoted in Irish Independent. February 15, 1951, p. 7. < 

6 2 I r ish Tim e s, Mar c'h 1, 1 9 5 1, p. 1. 
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hostile publi c speech es . 63 

Not to be outdon e by the A ss oci~tion, the De partment of 

Health and the Minister soon in c reased their attacks on the 

Medical Association . On March 5, the Health Departm en t 

accused the Association of "delaying tactic s " rega rdi ng the 

Scheme . 64 

By this time the Association seemed to have put aside the 

real issues. In a statement released on March 7, the Associa­

tion refrained from saying anything at all about the Scheme 

as such, but instead continued its personal attack on Browne 

who "s e e k s to imp 0 sed i c tat 0 ria 1 term s . "65 The Ass 0 cia t ion 

even went so far as to link Browne with Communism: "Lenin, 

the architect of Communism, has been attributed with the decla­

ration that the first step towards absolute power was to gain 

control of the administrative machinery of medical practice." 6 6 

Finally, the Medical Association submitted an alternative 

plan which provided for a grant-in-aid. This Scheme would be 

"free for the poor, assisted for the middle income groups and 

paid for by the rich." 67 

The Minister, however, viewed the Association's plan with 

certain misgivings. He felt that their plan "was a scheme of 

63Ql.Ioted in Irish Independent, March 3, 1951, p. 7. 

64Irish Times, March 6. 1951. p. 1. 

65Quoted in Irish Times. March 7. 1951. p. 1. 

66Ibid., March 12,1951. p. 4. 

67Ibid. ... 
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economic assistanc e a nd a pe rson receivi ng mone y unde r it s 

terms need not nece ssa rily s pen d it in obtai ning hea lth care.,,6 8 

This was contrary to his line of thinking since he did not 

want availability of medical care dependent on a f amily's 

finances. 

Before concluding this chapter, we must point out the 

fact that the Association, however, was not completely unified 

in its stand. · First, the referendum results clearly pointed 

to either a lack of interest on the part of many doctors or to 

an opposition to the Association's point of view. Whichever 

it might have been is inconsequential. Both pointed to a lack 

of unity. Furthermore, at an extraordinary general meeting of 

the Medical Association, some doctors emphasized the fact that 

Browne was not responsible for the Mother and Child Scheme 

since the machinery for this had been set up by the 1947 Health 

Act. 69 In addition to this, the Central Council of the Irish 

Medical Association in Dublin deplored what was described as 

"the present impasse" concerning the Scheme and instead, pro-

posed a committee of all concerned to work out details accepta­

ble to both sides. 70 This branch of the Association, therefore, 

was open to the possibility of giving up some of the objections 

in order to obtain the best service possible. 

Contrary to some disunity within the Medical Association 

68Irish Press, April 12, 1951, p. 7. 

69Journal of the Irish Medical Association, XXVIII (June, 
1951),91. , .. 

70Irish Times, March 9, 1951, p. 9. 
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i n i t s r esponse to t he Bi ll , No e l Brown e a nd the Go ve r nme nt 

seemed quite unifi ed in th e ir pos ition - a t l eas t as far as 

the public was concern ed. In J a nu ar y. 1951 , Brown e sa id that 

any attempts by the Medical Association to s e t up a Sc he me on 

a voluntary contribution basis would not "be toler a ted or 

a c c e pte d by the Go v ern men t . " 71 Fur the rm 0 r e , Tho mas F. 0 I H i g gin s , 

the Minister for Defence, said in a public speech in February 

that "when the Government changed in 1948 and Dr. Br owne 

became Minister for Health it became his legal duty to carry 

out that law .. He drafted a scheme in compliance with 

the law for free treatment for all."72 

Patrick McGilligan. the Minister for Finance, also gav e 

credence to Government unity regarding the Scheme. In the 

Estimates for 1950/51 he allocated b 661.000 for the Mother 

and Child Service. 73 In the Estimates for 1951/52 he allocated 

the same amount with the following additional provision: 

As many details (such as capitation rates, number 
of persons participating. date of commencement, etc . ) 
affecting the probable cost of this service in the year 
1951-52 cannot be finally determined at this stage. 
an accurate estimate of the additional outlay for 
that year cannot yet be given, but is probable that 
it would be in the neighbourhood of b 300.000. When 
fuller information has become available a Su pp lementar,4 
Estimate for the add i tional amount will be introduced. 

71Quoted in Irish Independent, January 4, 1951, p. 4 . 

72Irish Independent, February 12, 1951, p. 4. 

73Ireland, 1950-51 Estimates for Public Services for the 
Year Ending 31st March 1951, p. 407. 

74Ireland, 1951 - 52 E~timates for Public Services for the 
Year Ending 31st March 1952 , p. 403. 
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Ha d th e r e been any do ub t r eg a rding i mpl em ent ati on of t he Scheme . 

an offi c ial estimate of ex pe nses was complet e l y unca lled f or. 

As f a r as the public was concerned, thi s was th e s ituation 

in early April 1951. In his a ttempt to impleme nt th e 1947 

Health Act, Noel Browne had met the fierce oppo s ition of the 

Irish Medical Association. Nevertheless, Browne forged ahead 

slowly, but surely, despite the Association' s objections and 

their personal attacks on the Minister for Health . Seemingly, 

a unified Government backed Browne in this controversy. Yet 

all this was changed in a matter of a few days by something 

of which the press and the general public had been completely 

unaware of. 

, .. 



CHAPTER II 

THE CONTROVERSY WITH THE 

CATHOLIC HIERARCHY 

35 

The Mother and Child Health Scheme controversy reached 

its climax on April 11, 1951. On that day, a few minutes 

before Dail Eireann adjourned, John Costello, the Taoiseach, 

made the following announcement in the Dail: 

I beg leave to state, for the information of 
the Dail, that Dr. Noel Christopher Browne has 
placed in my hands. for submission to the President, 
his resignation from office as a member of the 
Government and that the President. on my advice. 
has accepted the resignation with effect fro m 
tomorrow, the 12th instant. 

Dr. Browne's resignation as a member of the 
Government automatically terminates the assignment 
to him of the Department of Health •... 75 

Noel Browne, however. refused to die in silence. Upon his 

resignation, he released a series of letters which suddenly 

disclosed that his nine-month old controversy with the Irish 

Medical Association had been complicated by the opposition 

of the Roman Catholic Hierarchy to his Mother and Child Health 

Scheme. 

In retrospect. the developments of early April should not 

have been a complete surprise. Certainly. the public had been 

aware of some difficulties within the Cabinet since. on March 7, 
'~ 

75parliamentary Debates, eols. 639-40. 
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195 1, the Gover nment had a lready an nou nced three chan ges of 

portfolios. 76 However the comm on opinion at th i s ti me was 

that the difficulty wi t hin the Government s te mme d fr om t he 

Minister of Health's continued difficultie s with the Medical 

Association. In reality, however, the difficul ties had arisen 

on account of the bishops' objections. 

The f irst public indications of the bishop's opposition 

became evident on April 9, 1951. On that day, the Irish 

Times reported that the Government had decided to invit F! r ile 

views of authorities more influential than the doctors and 

that these "have not been in favour of the sc heme in the final 

draft." n Secondly, Professor Fe1im O'Briain, speaking at a 

meeting of the Literary and Debating Society of University 

College, Galway, said that, "at least, one bishop had already 

condemned certain aspects of the scheme because of its unethi­

cal character."78 

In order to fully understand the controversy between the 

Minister for Health and the Irish bishops, we must rely on 

the correspondence which Browne released to the press and on 

the Dai1 debates subsequent to his resignation. Conflicting 

statements characterize both of these sources. 

The Hierarchy had written to Eamon De Valera and the 

Fianna Fail government as early as 1947 protesting the "Mother 

and Child Service" of the Health Act as "an un-Catholic 

76Par1iamentary Debates, p. iii. 

77Irish Times, April 9, 1951, p. 1. 

78Ibid., April 10, 1951, p. 9 . 
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tresp ass on the r ig hts and dut i es of t he fa mily and t he 

C h u r c h . " 79 I n r e p 1 y, 0 e Va l er a de f e ,' r,e d " a f u 1 1 er a n s w e r to 

the Hierarchy's comments on the g round that th e Con st i t u-

tionality of the Act was being called into que stion [b y 

Dillon] . "SO There were no further develop me nt s un t i '! Browne 

planned to implement the Act. 

The bishops did not react again to Noel Browne's Scheme 

unt i l October 10, 1950. On that day, the Mo s t Reverend Ja mes 

Staunton, Bishop of Ferns and Secretary to the Hierarchy, 

prepared a letter for the Taoiseach, John Costello, in which 

he clearly voiced the objections of the bishops. In their 

opinion, the powers assumed by the State in the proposed 

Mother and Child service were "in direct oppositi o n t o the 

rights of the family and of the individual and are liable to 

very great abuse" since the Scheme constituted "a ready- made 

instrument for future totalitarian aggression . "Sl 

The prelates' objections were as follows: 

The right to provide for the health of children 
belongs to parents, not to the State. The State 
has the right to intervene only in a subsidiary 
capacity, to supplement, not to supplant. 

It may help indigent or neglectful parents; 
it may not deprive 90 % of parents of their rights 
because of 10% necessitous or negligent parents. 

79Manchester Guardian Weekly, May 3,1951, p. 13. 

80The Labour Party, A Report of the Administrative 
Council for the years 1950-51 and 1951-52, p. 15. 

81Letter from James Staunton to John Costello, October 
10, 1950, quoted inIri ~h Times, April 12, 1951, p. 1. 
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It is no t s ound s ocial policy to i mpos e a s t ate 
medical service on t he whole com~unity on t he pretext 
of relieving th e nec ess itous 10% from the so-c a ll ed 
indignity of the means te s t. 

The right to provide for the physical ed uca tion 
of children belongs to the family and not th e State. 
Experience has shown that physical or health educa­
tion is closely interwoven with important moral 
questions on which the Catholic Church has definite 
teachings. 

Education in regard to motherhood include s 
instruction in regard to sex relations, chastity, 
and marriage. The State has no competence to give 
instructions in such matters. We regard with the 
greatest apprehension the proposal to give to local 
medical officers the right to tell Catholic girls 
and women how they should behave in regard to this 
sphere of conduct at once so delicate and sacred. 

Gynaecological care may be, and in some 
countries is, interpreted to include provision for 
birth limitation and abortion. We have no guarantee 
that State officials will respect Catholic princi­
ples in regard to these matters. Doctors trained 
in institutions in which we have no confidence may 
be appointed as medical officers under the proposed 
services, and may give gynaecological care not in 
accordance with Catholic principles. 

The proposed service also destroys the confi­
dential relations between doctor and patient and 
regards ali cases of illnesses as matters for public 
records and research without regard to the individual's 
right to privacy. 

The elimination of private medical practitioners 
by a State-paid service has not been shown to be 
necessary or even advantageous to the patient~ the 
public in general or the medical profession.8~ 

Since the Hierarchy claimed that the Scheme violated moral 

and social principles, one must take into consideration Catho­

lic social principles in examining the prelates' objections. 

Besides this, the reader ought to remember that this is an 

82 Ibid . 

". 
~ 
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hi s t oric a l st udy a nd t hat , th e ref or e , the bi s hop s ' objec ti on s 

must be studi ed from t he vi ewp oint of , t he hi s torian rathe r 

than that of th e s ocial phi l osopher. 

Ac cording to Catholi c so c ial doctrine, par e nt s ob vi ou sly 

had the right to provide for the health of chil dre n whil e , 

no less obvious, the State only has the ri ght to functio n in 

a subsidiary role in this sphere. Instead of wo r rying about 

the ri ghts of the State, the bishops ought to hav e considered 

the question whether or not the State by means of thi s Health 

Scheme would supplant the role of parents. Instead, th e pre-

1ates insisted that the Scheme would depri ve the greater 

majority of parents of their rights to provide for the health 

of their children and that this was unjust merel y because a 

small minority would actually need the services which the 

Scheme provided. 

The moral question of depriving parents of their right 

ought not to have been the main issue at all. Rather, the 

issue was the question of who and what criteria decided, or 

. would deci~e, which families would fall into the category of 

those needing the services provided for by the Scheme. 

According to Catholic social doctrine, when a family's income 

is insufficient, the State not only has the right, but it has 

the duty "to supply for the insufficient forces of individual 

effort, particularly in a matter which is of such importance 

to the common weal, touching as it does the maintenance of the 

family and married peop1e."S3 The next question which ought 

S3pius XI, On Christian Marriage (December 31, 1930), 
(New Yor k : The Pau1ist Press, n.d.), Art . 120, p. 39. 
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to have bee n considered by the Hierarchy was whether or no t 

th e State was fulfilli ng its obligati ons to its c i ti ze ns and, 

if it was not, wheth e r th e Scheme would fulfill this obli-

gation. A means test would be discriminatory and as suc h 

would not have guaranteed that the State fulfill ed its 

obligations, since, in a certain sense, it would be arbitr a ry 

on the part of the State to decide who was or was not needy. 

In addition to this, the Scheme was not takin g aw ay fro m the 

rights of the parents since they were not compelled to use the 

services of the Scheme. The Scheme did, however, fulfill the 

State's obligation to provide for the needy since the service 

would be available to them. Furthermore, a concern for infant 

mortality and the health of mothers and children must be the 

function of the State since Catholic teaching states that the 

common good must have priority over an individual's good. 

The bishops objected to education in regard to mother­

hood because they construed this to include questions of se x 

relations. In this matter, the prelates took the question 

completely out of context since this was not what was meant 

by education in respect to motherhood. In context. proper 

education meant education in respect to proper hygiene. a 

proper diet. and proper medicine. Browne himself stated that 

the question of sex did not even enter his mind until he 

heard about it from the Hierarchy.84 

84Interview with Noel Browne. former Minister for Health. 
July 14, 1967. 
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The Hi e rarchy a l s o objec te d to th e Sche me because (1) t he 

State did not guar a ntee gyn aec ological · car e i n acc ordance 

with Ca tholi c moral princ iples and (2) th e doct or s mi ght not 

practice in accordan ce with th es e principle s . Thi s obj ect ion 

was absurd and contradictory. First of all, sinc e the gr ea t e r 

majority of all the citi zens of Ireland were Roman Catholic, 

the law of averages would assume that the greater majority 

of the doctors would also be Roman Catholic. Furthermore, the 

law of averages would also assume that the gr eater majority 

of the lawmakers would be Catholics and, therefo r e, not pass 

legislation contrary to Catholic moral principles. Seemingly, 

the Hierarchy did not place any confidence in the people, 

especially in the doctors and the lawmakers. Secondly, if 

gynaecological care might have included provisions for birth 

control, then Catholic social doctrine would contradict itself 

by perm i tting the State to provide this care in a subsidiary 

role for a least the needy. According to Church teaching, 

the State must assist the needy mother whose private resources 

are insufficient and lIif she, too, in the ordinary or even 

extraordinary labors of childbirth, is deprived of proper food, 

medicine, and the assistance of a skilled physician, .. . 1185 

Obviously, there is no guarantee of following Catholic 

moral principles here either . Again, the bishops were concern­

ed about the wrong question. The main issue ought not to have 

been whether the law or the Scheme would take into considera- _ 

tion Catholic moral princJ ples. This would have been presumed 

85pius XI, .9..2.. cit., Art. 120, pp. 39-40. 

\ 
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in Ireland. Instead, t he bishops should have asked whe th e r 

or not the Scheme fulfille d t he Sta te'~ obligati on of ass ist-

ing the needy mother with gynaecological car e. Th e Cat holic 

social ethic puts a serious burden on the State and its law-

makers: "those who have the care of the Stat e and of t he 

public good cannot neglect the needs of married peopl e and 

their families, without bringing great har m upon the State 

and on the common welfare.,,86 

Since the alleged moral and ethical objections were no t 

very valid, the bishops must have had other reasons for op pos­

ing the Scheme. Upon a closer analysis of their objections, 

one finds a latent fear of socialized medicine. This was 

quite understandable since in the years following · World War II, 

when country after country in Eastern Europe fell under the 

Communist sphere of influence, there existed a deep, though 

maybe somewhat unrea1isitc, phobia of Communism in the West. 

The prelates apparently believed that socialized medicine 

would ultimately lead to a Communist State. In other words, 

the Irish bishops were afraid of the Welfare State. They 

should have said so publicly however. 

In order to prevent anything which might even hint at 

socialized medicine, the bishops opposed the no-means-test 

clause of the Health Scheme. Hopefully, the prelates were 

in favor of a Mother and Child Health Service, but it would 

have to be a service in which a means test was embodied. 

What the Hierarchy seemed to be saying was that "a Mother and 
~ 

86 Ibid ., Art. 121, p. 40. 

l'l , 
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Child Sc heme, embodyin g a me ans t est, i s i n acco r da nce wi t h 

Christi a n social prin c ipl es; a Mother and Chil d Sc heme wi t h­

out a means test is op posed to them~,, 8 7 

In effect then, this po s ition and the fact t ha t t he i r 

"moral" and "ethical" objections were untenable in rega rd to 

Catholic social doctrine indicated that the bishops of Ireland 

were either unaware of, or ignorant of, the true implications 

of the Christian social ethic. 

In order to understand the Minister for Health's reaction 

to the Hierarchy's opposition we must closely examine the Dail 

debates subsequent to Browne's resignation in 1951. At that 

time, Browne claimed that, despite the bishop ' s earlier objec­

tion to De Valera. the Government had specifically ' authorized 

hi m in 1948 to set up a free-for-all and no-means-test Mother 

and Child Service. The Minister for Health's reaction to, 

and refutation of. the bishop's objections will only be tenable 

if what he claimed was true . 

He based his belief of Government authori zation on a 

June, 1948, Cabinet meeting. He said: 

In June, 1948. the Government, in Cabinet, 
authorized me to introduce a mother and child 
health scheme to provide free maternity treatment 
for mothers and free treatment of their children up 
to the age of 16 years. At the meeting of the 
Government at which this decision was taken the 
question of whether this scheme would be free to 
all those anxious to use it was discussed. The 
decision of the Government was~ in effect, that 
there should be no means test.~8 

8Zirish Times, April , ,.1 2, 1951. p. 5. 

88Parliamentary Debates, col. 668. 
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He also stated tha t t he Gov e rnm e nt had s tu di ed t he Medica l 

Association's opinion reg ar din g the means test and ha d 

rejected their proposal that the means test sho ul d be 

imposed. 89 

John Cos t ello, however, gave a compl etel y di fferent 

account of that same Cabinet meeting. By way of introduction, 

he said that the roots of the problem with the bishop s went 

back to a letter from the Hierarchy to the then Taoiseach, 

Eamon De Valera. Costello further maintained that this letter 

had objected to the powers given by the Health Act since they 

were "entirely and directly contrary to Catholic teachings, 

the rights of the family, the rights of the Church in educa­

tion, the rights of the medical profession and of voluntary 

institutions.,,90 

Having also referred to De Valera's reply to the bishops 

and to Dillon's court suit, Costello then stated that "when 

we became the Government, we immediately said: 'We must get 

rid of these offending sections [of the Act] . ,"91 The 

Taoiseach then referred to that particular Cabinet meeting: 

On 25th June, 1948, proposals embodying our 
suggestions, our directions I may say, to the 
Minister for Health to have prepared a Bill repeal­
ing those offending sections, came before the 
Government, and on that occasion he [Noel Browne] 
brought forward heads of a Bill which included 
provisions for the repeal of the offending clauses 
of the Act of 1947, and other proposals dealing 

89 Ibid . 

9 a I bid., col s. 7 3 4 - 3.~ . 

91 Ibid., col. 736. 
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with the mother and child scheme. 92 

Costello also claimed that until that particular Cabinet 

meeting he "had heard no suggestions of a mother and child 

scheme," and when he finally did, it "was not a proposal for 

a free-far-all and no-means-test scheme. ,,93 

In direct reply to Browne's claim that a no-means-test 

Scheme had been a Cabinet decision, Costello said that the 

Scheme never came before the Government and that at no time 

was this Scheme "ever considered by the Government or ever 

approved by the Government. ,,94 

As is obvious, Costello's statements regarding the 1948 

Cabinet meeting were quite different and contrary to what 

B row n e had s aid. 0 uri n gap e r son ali n t e r vie w, B r 0'W n e s aid 

that there are minutes of that particular Cabinet meeting 

which clearly state that there was to be no means test. He 

also said that during that controversial Cabinet meeting, 

William Norton, the then Minister for Social Welfare, told 

him that the Irish Medical Association would certainly stop 

the Scheme. Browne claimed that in spite of this the Cabinet 

as a whole told him to go ahead with the Scheme. 95 

Since the Government documents pertaining to that par­

ticular Cabinet meeting are not yet available to the public, 

92Ibid. 

93Ibid. 

94 Ibid ., col. 738. 

95Interview with No~l Browne, former Minister for Health, 
July 14, 1967. 

" 
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it is e xtr eme ly di ff i cult to sa y what actu ally happened. The 

main issue seemingly revolv e d around t ~e question of the me ans 

test. Apparently, the Gov e rnment did not reli s h the thought 

of opposition by the Hierarchy. 

However, Costello's statements did not present, i n any 

form whatsoever, satisfactory proof that the Cabinet did not 

consider the question of a means test in that June, 194 8 

meeting. Most probably, the later situation forced the Taoi­

seach into denying Browne's statement regarding that Cabinet 

meeting because, as will become evident, Costello finally 

yielded to the Hierarchy's opposition. 

Since there is no solid evidence to the contrary, the 

Cabinet most probably gave Browne the authorizatio~ to pro-

ceed with a no-means-test Scheme. Browne's refusal to change 

his stand is a strong indication that he had had Cabinet 

support up to the time the Hierarchy intervened. The fact 

that Patrick McGilligan, the Minister for Finance, had defi­

nitely allocated funds for the Scheme in the official Estimate 

was further proof that the Cabinet had supported Browne. 96 

Although the bishops had already objected to the Scheme, 

the Government most probably authorized a free-for-all and 

no-means-test Mother and Child service. The Hierarchy took 

no further notice of the Scheme until October, 1950. By this 

time, Browne had already intimated his plans to the Irish 

Medical Association and had also publicly announced that he 

would implement the 1947 ,Health Act. .. 

96Cf. above, p. 33. 
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Since Browne be liev e d that the Gove rn ment had aut horize d 

him to set up a free-for- all, no-mean~-test Sc heme, hi s 

response to the bishops was nothing more than a s imple clari­

fication of the Scheme's provisions. On October 11, 1950, 

the Minister for Health met with John Charle s Mcquaid (Arch­

bishop of Dublin), James Staunton (Bishop of Ferns and 

Secretary to the Hierarchy), and Dr. Browne (Bishop of 

Galway).97 The prelates, who "had been appointed to put 

before the Government certain objections which the Hierarchy 

saw in the Scheme." infoiYlmed Browne of these objections "as 

a matter of courtesy before transmission to the Taoiseach as 

head of the Government.,,98 At this meeting Mcquaid read the 

letter which Staunton had prepared and which was to be sent 

to Costello. 99 

After Browne had clarifed the Scheme's provisions to 

the three prelates. he was under the erroneous impression 

that the bishops were satisfied with the explanations of 

the Scheme and -with his answers in regard to the objections 

made by them. 100 In reality. however, the bishops were not 

at all satisfied with the Minister for Health's explanation. 

In reality. then, the prelates and Browne were still in 

basic disagreement, unknown to Browne however. He, therefore. 

97parliamentary Debates, cols. 669, 741. 

98Ibid., col. 669. 

99 Ibid ., col. 669, 741. 

100Ibid., col. 669. 
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went ahead with his pl ans to i mple ment the s ervi ce . Ther e 

were no more a ttem pts at negotiations in the i mmedi a t e future 

because of the Taoi se ach 's gross ineptitude i n handling the 

ma tter. In his own mind, Costello had alread y yielded to the 

Hierarchy's demands, al s o unknown to Browne. 

On the day after which Browne had met with the pre lates, 

Mcquaid met with the Taoiseach. They not only discussed the 

Hierarchy's objections as outlined in Staunton' s l et ter but 

they also discussed the previous day's meeting between the 

bishops and the Minister for Health. 

Later, in public debate in Dai1 Eireann, Br owne and 

Costello differed in their account of what e xactly had happened 

at that meeting between the Minister for Health and the 

prelates. Browne maintained: 

At the conclusion of this interview I was under the 
impression, erroneously as it now appears, that His 
Grace and Their Lordships were satisfied with my ex­
planation of the scheme and with my answers and 
undertakings given in regard to the objections made 
by them .... On the following day, the Taoiseach 
spoke to me of his interview with His Grace the 
Archbishop of Dublin, and he informed me that he had 
been told by His Grace that he and Their Lordships 
were satisfied following their interview with me. 
The Taoiseach has since denied that he made this 
statement. What is certain, however, ;s that he 
did not give me to understand that Hi1 Grace and 
Their Lordships remained unsatisfied. 01 

The Taoiseach however presented a completely different 

account of the bishops' meeting with Browne. Costello said: 

[His Grace of Dublin] told me that, at that inter­
view, the Minister for Health brushed aside all 
suggestions about the invalidity of the means test 
and the free-for-all ·~ cheme, and would consider 

101Ibid. 



nothing but the que s tion of educa ti on, on whi ch he 
said "you have a point th e r e" and t hat he wo uld 
consider it. The Minister himself term inated th e 
interview and walked out. He refu se d to discuss 
anything other than th e question of educ ation, 102 
brushed aside the oth er matters and walked out. 
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Costello further claimed that he as ked Mcquaid to permit 

him "to have matter adjusted between him [Brown e ] and th e 

Hierarchy, to see if their point of view might be met.,,103 

Yet, in his rebuttal Costello never said whether or not he 

had actually communicated to Browne the bishops' dissatis-

faction. Since there is no solid evidence to the contrary, 

we must accept Browne's claim that Costello never told him 

of the bishops' continued dissatisfaction. Furthermore, 

since all these claims were made after Browne's resignation, 

Costello's statements were probably the result of his reversal 

as regards the no-means-test Scheme. In other words, the 

situation had forced Costello into making these statements. 

On or about November 9, 1950, the Taoiseach sent a 

letter, dated October 10, 1950, to Browne. Both Browne and 

Costello agreed later that this w~s the letter which Staunton 

had sent to Costello and which outlined the bishops' 

objections. 104 

Browne, acting on the assumption that the letter had been 

transmitted solely for the purpose of record, wrote "a draft 

letter for transmission by the Taoiseach to His Lordship of 

Ferns, as secretary to the Hierarchy, in reply to the various 

102Ibid., col. 740. 

103 Ibid ., coL 742' ~ 

104Ibid., cols. 669,742. 
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point s raised in thei r l et ter . ,,105 In t hi s l ett e r he re capit -

ulated the case he had mad e to the bi.shop s at th e ir ear l ier 

meeting. He sent this l et t er , which he a l so r egar ded as 

being solely for th e purpose of record, to Cos t ello in mi d­

November. Since Browne heard nothing fur t her fro m either the 

prelates of the Taoiseach, he "had no rea s on to believe that 

the Hierarchy were not fully satisfied, and th e work of pre-

paring for the introduction of the mother and child sche me 

continued.,,106 

In early March 1951, Browne sent a publ i ci ty brochure 

of the proposed Scheme to all members of the Hierarchy. This 

brochure clearly stated that the Scheme would be voluntary, 

without a means test, and without any compulsion : The ques­

tion of education in regard to motherhood was also quite 

clear: 

.. The doctor will advise the expectant mother 
as to what she should do or , not do, what her diet 
should be and so on. This counsel will enable her 
to keep herself well and 18 bring into the world a 
strong and healthy child. 7 

On March 9, 1951, Browne received a reply from McQuaid 

indicating quite unmistakeably that the Hierarchy might not 

approve the Scheme. The Archbishop said: 

I regret, however, that, as I stated on the 
occasion when on behalf of the Hierarchy, I asked 
you to meet me wit~ Their Lordships of Ferns and 

1.0 5 I bid . .. col. 670. 

l06 Ibid . 

l07Ireland, Department of Health, Mother and Child: 
What the New Service Means to Every Family, no page numbers. 



Galway, I may not a pprove of the Mother and Child 
Health Service, as it is proposed by yo u t o imp le ment 
the Scheme. 

Now, as Archbishop of Dublin, I regret tha t I 
must reiterate each and every objection ma de by me 
on that occasion, and unresolved, T~~her the n or 
later, by the Minister for Health. 

This letter, then, was the first official notice given to 

Browne that the bishops had not been satisfied by their 
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meeting with him in October. A copy of this letter was also 

sent to the Taoiseach. 

A week later, on March 15, 1951, Costello wrote to Browne 

regarding Mcquaid's letter. First of all, the Taoiseach 

implied that Browne's continuous advertising of the Scheme 

was a defiance of the Hierarchy. Secondly, he indicated for 

the first time that he had never sent to the bishops the 

Minister for Health's reply to their letter of October 10, 

1950. 109 His reason for not having sent the letter was as 

follows: "I have postponed sending a formal reply in the 

hope that you would have been able to achieve a satisfactory 

adjustment of the matters in controversy.lIllO This clearly 

indicated to Browne that the Taoi-seach had reversed his 

position regarding the Scheme and that he had done so pre­

cisely because of the bishops' stand on the matter. This 

attitude on the part of Costello was typical of the Irish 

108Letter from John C. Mcquaid to Noel Browne, March 8, 
1951, quoted in Irish Times, April 12, 1951, p. 3. 

109Letter from John Costello to Noel Browne, March 15, 
1951, quoted in - Irish Times, April 12, 1951, p. 3. 

110Ibid. 
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Galway, I may not a ppr ove of the Mother an d Child 
Health Service, as it is proposed by you t o implement 
the Scheme. 

Now, as Archbishop of Dublin, I regret that I 
must reiterate each and e very objection ma de by me 
on that occasion, and unresolved, 1~~her then or 
later, by the Minister for Health. 

This letter, then, was the first official notice given to 

Browne that the bishops had not been satisfied by their 

51 

meeting with him in October. A copy of this letter was also 

sent to the Taoiseach. 

A week later, on March 15,1951, Costello wrote to Browne 

regarding Mcquaid's letter. First of all, the Taoiseach 

implied that Browne's continuous advertising of the Scheme 

was a defiance of the Hierarchy. Secondly, he indicated for 

the first time that he had never sent to the bishops the 

Minister for Health's reply to their letter of October 10, 

1950. 109 His reason for not having sent the letter was as 

follows: III have postponed sending a formal reply in the 

hope that you would have been able to achieve a satisfactory 

adjustment of the matters in controversy.,,110 This clearly 

indicated to Browne that the Taoi-seach had reversed his 

position regarding the Scheme and that he had done so pre­

cisely because of the bishops' stand on the matter. This 

attitude on the part of Costello was typical of the Irish 

l08Letter from John C. Mcquaid to Noel Browne, March 8, 
1951, quoted in Irish Times, April 12, 1951, p. 3. 

109Letter from John Costello to Noel Browne, March 15, 
1951, quoted in " Irish Ttmes, April 12, 1951, p. 3. 

l10 Ibid . 
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The leader of the Gov ernment to ld Bro wn e unmista kea bly that 

he had yielded to the pressures of the Roma n Ca tholic bishops: 

My witholding of approval of the Schem e is due to the 
objections set forth in the letter to me fro m the 
Se cretary to the Hierarchy, written on behalf of the 
Hierarchy, and to the reiteration of th eir objections 
by His GrafT the Archbishop of Dublin, as Archbishop 
of Dublin. 3 

Browne and Costello wrote several other letters to each 

other with accusations of duplicity and with restatements of 

former arguments. This accomplished absolutely nothing in 

the line of a settlement. Bitterness became stronger than 

ever. 

Finally, on March 27, 1951, the Taoiseach sent a letter 

to James Staunton in which he unequivocally indi ~ ated that 

he and the rest of the Government would follow the wishes 

of the Hierarchy. He said: 

May I be allowed to state that since the receipt by 
me from His Grace of Dublin of Their Lordships' 
letter my colleagues and I have given anxious con­
sideration to the objections made by the Hierarchy 114 
to the Scheme advocated by the Minister for Health. 

Costello, thereby, clearly disassociated himself from Browne's 

Scheme. The State had yielded to the Church. 

Costello also enclosed a memorandum by the Minister for 

Health on the various objections raised by the Hierarchy in 

their letter of October ' lO, 1950. The memorandum wa~ either 

113Letter from John Costello to Noel Browne, March 21, 
1951, quoted in Irish Times, April 12, 1951, p. 3. 

114Letter from John Costello to James Staunton, March 27, 
1951, quoted in Irish r~mes, April 12, 1951, p. 3. 
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the same on which Brown e had written in Novemb er and whi ch 

Costello had failed to forw ard or it was, at l eas t, a sim ilar 

one. 

The memorandum emphasized that the Scheme would not 

replace the rights of the family and of the individual s ince 

there would be no compulsion. The Scheme would merely be an 

aid to help the family or individual to carry out its obliga-

tion in regard to health just as the public schools would be 

an aid to help parents carry out their duty to educate their 

children. Furthermore, the Scheme would not impose a State 

medical system; instead, it was to make available to all a 

service without a means test. In addition to this, education 

in regard to motherhood would not include matter ~ relating 

to sex relationship, chastity, and marriage. And since the 

State did not permit discrimination on grounds of religious 

belief, it would not be possible to permit only Catholic 

gynaecologists to come under the Scheme. For this reason, 

Browne hoped that enough general practitioners would join 

the Service in order to permit a free choice of doctors. 

This Scheme would not destroy the patient-doctor relationship 

any more than any other public health service such as diag-

nosis and treatment of veneral disease and tuberculosis. 

Finally, taxation relief for poor families would not be any 

more beneficial, since this was already being done according 

to the tax laws. 115 

115Memorandum of observations for the Minister for Health 
on various matters 'relating to the Mother and Child Scheme 
referred to in a letter, dated October 10, 1950, addressed to 
Mr. John Costello by the Most Reverend James Staunton, Secretary 
to the Hierarchy, quoted in Irish Times, April 12, 1951, p. 3. 

" 

" 
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These argumen ts, how e ve r did not s a ti sfy the bis ho ps . 

The y per sis ted i nth e i r co n ten t ion t h,a t th e S c hem e w 0 u 1 d be 

contrary to Catholi c moral principles . Th e Hierarchy care­

fully studied and considered the memorandum at a Standing 

Committee on April 3, 1951, and at a General Meeting on the 

following day.116 They refused to reverse their earlier 

position. 

The bishops again opposed the Scheme on the grounds that 

it was contrary to Catholic moral teaching. They contended 

that the Scheme would permit the State to arrogate to itself 

control of education which would necessarily in c lude matters 

of chastity. The State would also arrogate to itself health 

services which could easily be obtained by the majority 

through private initiative. Furthermore, the prelates claimed 

that the State would seriously enter into the doctor-patient 

relationship. And in order to implement the Scheme, the 

State would also be obliged to levy heavy taxes which, in 

turn, would morally oblige the citizens to avail themselves 

of the services provided by the Scheme. In addition to this, 

the State would also seriously damage the self-reliance of 

those who could provide for themselves. Lastly, implementa-

tion of the Scheme would mean that the State would have 

recourse merely to ministerial regulations and not 

legislation. ll7 

116Letter from John C. Mcquaid to John Costello, April 5, 
1951, quoted in Irish Times, April 12. 1951, p. 3. 

117Letter on ~ehalf of the Hierarchy from John C. Mcquaid 
to John Costello, April 5, 1951, quoted in Irish Times, 
April 12. 1951. p. 3. 
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Apparently, the bi shops had s imply even refused t o con-

sider Browne's clarifications. They opposed t he Sc heme on 

the grounds that it was co ntrary to Catholic moral teaching, 

but, in doing so, they clearly indicated that thei r objec-

tions were based on a fear of the Welfare State assuming some 

social obligations which were also definitely obligation s of 

the Church. In effect then, they opposed the Scheme because 

it threatened their power and authority. In other words, they 

opposed the Scheme because Browne had, for all practical 

purposes, challenged their authority. 

Since this effort at meaningful negotiations had failed, 

Sean MacBride, on April 10, 1951. requested Browne to resign. 

MacBride, the leader of the Clann na Poblachta party, clearly 

indicated that he based his demand for resignation on Browne's 

continued difficulty with the Hierarchy. He said: 

The creation of a situation where it is made to 
appear that a conflict exists between the spiritual 
and temporal authorities is always undesirable; in 
the case of Ireland. it is highly damaging to the 
cau~e ofl?@tional unity. and should have been 
avolded. 

Whether MacBride's action was constitutional or not, was 

certainly questionable since the Irish Constitution states that 

the "President shall accept the resignation of a member of the 

Government, other than the Taoiseach, if so advised by the 

Taoiseach [italics mine] 01 119 The Constitution also states: 

l18Letter from Sean MacBride to Noel Browne, April 10, 
1951, quoted in Irish Times, April 12. 1951, p. 1. 

119Constitution . Art. 28. sec. 9, subsec. 3. 



The Taois e ach may a t any t i me , for r ea s ons 
whi ch to him see m su ffic ient , requ est a me mbe r of 
t he Govern men t t o r es ig n ; s hould t he membe r 
concerned fail to compl y wit h the " re quest, hi s 
appointme nt shall be t e rminated by t he Pr es id en t 
i f th e Taois e ach so advi s e s . 120 
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Thus , on April 11, 1951, Browne resign ed from th e Govern-

ment and from the Cabinet. While attempting to pu t i nto effect 

a comprehensive Mothe r and Child health service, he had, until 

almost the very end, been led to believe that th e Govern ment 

was backing the no-means-test Scheme which he had prepared. 

From the time the Hierarchy had issued its first objections in 

October, 1950, the Taoiseach had been in a state of trepida­

tion about this particular Scheme . Finally, the Government 

reversed a decision taken at a June 1948 Cabinet meeting 

which, most probably, had endorsed a Scheme without a means 

test. The reason for this reversal was precisely because the 

bishops of Ireland had objected to this clause. Browne 

resigned because of the positions taken by the bishops and 

that taken by the Government. Had he yielded to the pressures 

of the prelates, he would have had to abandon his promise of 

offering to the people of Ireland a Scheme without a means 

test . This he could not bring himself to do. 

1 20 I bid . , sub s e co. 4. . 
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CHAPT ER III 

THE EFFECTS OF THE HIERARCHY'S INTERFERENCE 

The Hierarchy's interference in matters of the State not 

only affected Noel Browne and the Cabinet, bu t also the Clann 

na Poblachta party and the Coalition Government itself . The 

bishop's actions influenced the character of the Clann to 

s uch an e xtent that, for all practical purposes, the party 

ceased to exist within a few months . 

Before the 1948 election, Clann na Pob l achta's members 

were generally young and enthusiastic, and, for a time, the 

party seemed destined to become a decisive force in Irish 

affairs. But in 1951, internal strife split the party to 

such an extent that it soon ceased to be any type of a force 

in Irish politics. This internal difficulty, which already 

had been present a few months before Browne's resignation, 

had arisen over the question of loyalty to party. 

Although the Mother and Child Health Scheme, as proposed 

by Noel Browne, was in complete accord with the party's princi­

ples, Sean MacBride, the leader of the Clann, never publicly 

expressed his support for it. EVen though he realized that 

loyalty to his own party and to its principles demanded his 

endorse ment of the Scheme, ~ he refused to do so precisely 

because of the bishop's objections to the Scheme. By his 
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r e fu sa l and be caus e of th e Hierarc hy ' s oppo s i ti on , he had 

sac r ifi ced th e pr i ncipl es of hi s pa r t y - in favo r of t he Coa li-

tion Government. 

Ma cB ride's betrayal of t he party caused Noel Har tn e tt, 

a member of the executive and standing co mmittee s of Clann na 

Poblachta, to resign from the party on Febru a ry 13 , 1951. 121 

In his letter of re s ignatio nl released to the publi c only i n 

April, he expressed his dissatisfaction with the "position of 

the party in its relationship with the other parties for ming 

the Coalition . ,,122 He resigned from the pa r ty precisely 

because party principles were being sacrif i ced for the sake 

of the Coalition. He said: 
. 

Each issue which has come before us for decisio n 
has been measured not by any standards of right 
or wrong~ or a consideration of whether i t was 
to the interest or detriment of national we1l­
being,but solely as to whether it would preci­
pitate an election or prove popular with the 
e1ectorate. 123 

On the day after which Hartnett ha~ resigned from the 

party, Browne ,also resigned from the standing committee of 

C1ann na Pob1achta . 124 The Irish Press immediately suggested 

that the difficulties within the party had arisen on account 

of the anonymous pamphlet and Browne's continuing difficulties 

121 Ir ish Times, February 14. 1951, p. 1 . 

12 2Ibid . , April 16,1951. p. 1. 

l23Letter of resignation by Noel Hartnett, February 8, 
1951, quoted in Irish Times, April 16, 1951, p . 1 . 

l24Irish Times, February 15, 1951, p. 1. 

, 



60 

with the Irish Medic a l Ass oci at i on. 125 Br owne, howe ve r, 

immediately rejected these ru mor s : "My . resigna t io n f ro m t he 

standing committee of th e Cl an n na Pobla chta party wa s for 

purely personal and private reasons, and has no other signi­

ficance.,,126 In view of the fact that Hart nett's rea s ons f or 

his r esignation were not publicized until after Br owne's 

resignation, we can assume that Browne did not publicize his 

real reasons for resignation at this time. In effect, his 

real reasons were not "personal and private " ; instead, they 

were very much more basic. MacBride had altered the very 

notion of party loyalty; Browne, however, was convinced that 

he could not, in conscience, betray the electorate by abandon-

ing the principles of the party. He, therefore, believed that 

it was his duty to resign from the standing committee of the 

Clann . 127 

Despite these resignation, Sean MacBride, speaking in 

Cavan on February 18, 1951, emphatically said: "There is no 

split in Clann na Poblachta." 128 In spite of this statement, 

the difficulty amounted to nothing less than a fundamental 

cleavage within Clann na Poblachta. 

Two opposing views were developing within the party. 

MacBride was willing to compromise, or even abandon, the 

Clann's platform and principles in favor of the Coalition. 

125Irish Press, February 14, 1951, p. 1. 

126Quoted in Irish Times, February 15, 1951, p. 1. 

127Interview with Noil Browne, former Minister for Health, 
July 14, 1967. 

128Quoted in Irish Times, February 19, 1951, p. 7. 
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Hartnet t and Browne, on the ot her han d, i ntended to adhere to 

the party's original principles. TheY , were even wi llin g to 

go so far as to oppose the other parties within the Coalition. 

On the issue of the Health Scheme, the Minister for Hea lth 

preferred "to face the wrath of his Cabinet colleagues rather 

than desert his Clann na Poblachta principles.,,1 29 

The Clann, however, considered the matter from a completely 

different point of view. Instead of considering the contro­

versy within the Clann as a question of loyalty to party princi-

~, the party preferred to look at the crisis primarily as 

one of loyalty to party leadership. A resolution, passed at 

a March 31st-April 1st meeting of the Clann's National Council, 

stated that the National Council viewed "with grave concern 

and disapproval the attitude and conduct of Dr. Browne, and 

[was] perturbed by his lack of cooperation and by his apparent 

disloyalty to the leadership of the Party, ,,130 

At that same meeting, the National Council reiterated its 

support for the Scheme while at the same time it expressed 

its fear of the manner in which the Minister for Health handled 

the situation. The Clann, at this meeting, also claimed that 

the Hierarchy's opposition to the Scheme only became known to 

them then. The Council considered the bishops' opposition so 

serious that their resolution continued in this manner: 

That the Ard Comhairle [National Council] wishes to 
put on record that if the leader of the Party deems 

129Irish Times, February 21,1951, p. 1. 
~ 

130Quoted in Irish Times, April 13, 1951, p. 1. 



it necess a ry to call fo r the resign a t io n of 
Dr. Browne from t he Gov e rn ment he ca n r el y on 
the loyal su~port of t he Ar d Comhairl e [N atio na l 
Counc i l) .13 
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In effect, this re s olution e nunciated three new guid e -

lines or principles for the party. First, loyal t y t o the 

party meant loyalty to the leader of the party in s tead of to 

the principles of the party. Secondly, the good of the 

Coalition Government was more important than the principl es 

of the party. Finally, the party would yield to the de mands 

of the bishops. 

These three new guidelines were enunciated and passed 

specifically because of the bishops' uncompromising stand 

towards the Scheme. By adopting these princip1es~ . the party 

had, in effect changed its identity so radically that its 

original purpose and principles were no longer valid. 

Apparently, either some individual members of the Clann 

or some of the local branches were unwilling to accept this 

decision of the National Council. This was indicated by the 

fact that a second meeting of the National Executive Council 

was held on April 9, 1951. 132 The following resolution was 

passed at this meeting: 

That the National Council again affirms its 
complete loyalty to Mr. Sean MacBride as leader of 
the Party, and that each member of it acknowledges 
the leader's right and the right of the Party's 
e xecutive bodies to take any actions in accordance 
with the powers vested in them which is required to 

l31Ibid. 

132Irish Times ,Apri { 10, 1951, p. 1. 

\ 



maintai~ ~arty discipline and loyalty to t he 
leader. 3 
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This resolution indic a ted that the party as s uch had chosen 

to support MacBride's interpretation of loyalty. 

In their attitude towards both the Scheme and the 

Hierarchy's objections, MacBride and Browne followed their own 

principles and conviction. Since these were completely irre-

concilable, the members of the party could not follow both 

at the same time. They had to make a decision. 

As soon as the circumstances surrounding the Minister 

for Health's resignation had become a public issue , individual 

members and various local branches chose between the two 

opposing principles. Late on April 11, 1951, all seven branches 

of the Dublin South-East constituency council of the Clann 

severed all relations with the party.134 Their resolution 

affirmed their loyalty to Browne and "denounced the party 

ex e cut i ve 's 'b a s e bet r ay a l' 0 f [t he] C 1 ann's p r inc i p 1 e s 'u n d e r 

pressure of vested interests.,,,135 

At this time, ffrench-O'Carroll [sic] also resigned from 

the party. In a letter to the editor of the Irish Times, he 

outlined his reasons for resigning: 

... it was clearly stated in the December, 1950-
January, 1951 ed~ tion of the Clann na Poblachta 
Bulletin that it was party policy that the Mother 
and Child Scheme should be non-contributory and 
without a means test. 

Today he [Browne] stands out in public life, as the 

133Quoted in Irish Times, April 10, 1951, p. 1. 

134Irish Times, April 12, 1951, p. 1. 

135 Ibid . 



only member of the present Governmen t wh o has 
upheld the principl es and i deals which 9j put 
before the public a t the la s t election . 6 

O'Carroll resigned because Clann na Poblach ta , under the 
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leadership of Sean MacBride had, first, reversed it se lf as 

regards Browne's Mother and Child Health Scheme, and, secondly, 

had placed the good of the Coalition before that of the party. 

The situation regarding Clann na Poblachta quic kly 

deteriorated. On April 12,1951, J.J. Mcquillan, Dail deputy 

from Roscommon, resigned from the party because he believed 

that "the Clann leaders had betrayed the trust reposed in them 

by the electors.,,137 

As a result of his . letter of resignation, an interesting 

fact became known. Mcquillan accused MacBride of keeping 

from the party executive and from Browne the fact of the 

bishops' attack on the Health Scheme when at this time the 

Minister for Health was still under the impression that he had 

allayed the fears of the prelates. 138 In reply, MacBride 

claimed that Mcquillan's accusation was not true. MacBride 

said: "I dealt with the matter specifically in my report to 

the National Executive on February lOth, 1951, ,,139 

This statement was not true either since the National Council 

had claimed that it only. became aware of the bishops' objections 

136Quoted in Irish Times, April 12, 1951, p. 5. 

137Irish Times, April 13, 1951, p. 1. 

l38Ibid. 

139Quoted 
, 

in Irish Times, April 14, 1951, p. 3. 
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at it s meeting of Mar ch 31 s t-A pril l s t . 140 The Lab our party's 

report of the Admini s trativ e Council later co nf irmed thi s fac t . 

The report stated: 

On receipt of the [Hierarchy's] reply [to Bro wne' s 
memorandum] the Leaders of the Partie s compri s ing 
the Inter-Party Government sought and were granted 
permission to convey to their Executives (in a confi­
dential manner) the findings of the Hierarchy of 
the question of a Mother and Child Health Scheme 
without a Means Test. 141 

This memorandum had not even been sent to the bishops until 

March 27. 1951. 142 

Even though MacBride's statement as such was not true. 

it indicated that he most probably knew of the bishops' stand 

as early as February 10. 1951. . 
During the two weeks subsequent to Browne's enforced 

resignation. the various locals of the Clann na Poblachta 

party decided (1) whether to abandon the party's principles 

and. thereby. be loyal to MacBride and the Coalition. or (2) 

to remain loyal to the party's original aims and. thereby. 

disassociate themselves from the party. On April 14. 1951. 

the Cork branch severed its relationship with the Clann 

because it believed that MacBride should have stood by his 

colleague. even at the cost of withdrawing from the Coali­

tion. 143 Glendalough (Co. Wicklow) and Galway broke all ties 

1 40 C f. abo v e. p. 6 ~ \ . 

141The Labour Party, A Report of the Administrative 
Council for the years 1950-51 and 1951-52, p. 15. 

142 Cf . above, p. 53, ,and Irish Times, April 12.1951, 
p . 3. 

143Sunday Press. April 15, 1951, p. 1 . 
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with the Clann shortly t hereafter. 144 On th e othe r hand , 

Limerick, Belfast, Ballyshannon (Co. Donegal), Dub lin North­

West, North Mayo, Ballineas (Co. Westmeath), and Wa terford 

City all supported MacBride. 145 

On May 4, 1951, J.P. Brennan also resigned fro m the 

Clann. He joined the Labour party.146 

By this time, Clann na Poblachta had, for all practical 

purposes, ceased to exist. Certainly, the party had ceased 

to exist as a serious force in Irish politics. The bishops' 

attack on the Health Scheme and the ensuing squabble between 

Browne and MacBride had split the party from top to bottom. 

No other political party shared the problems encountered 

by Clann na Poblachta. Fianna Fail had nothing to ' lose by the 

controversy. It could only gain. In order to profit as much 

as possible out of the blunderings of the Coalition Govern-

ment, Fianna Fail played a waiting game and said very little. 

As early as March 1951, Lt. Col. Feehan, the National 

Executive of Fianna Fail, had correctly analyzed the position 

of Costello and the Coalition Government. Speaking in Mount-

mellick, Feehan criticized the constant reversal of Govern-

ment decisions which was due to the Taoiseach's invariable 

surrender to each pressure group. He also said: 

l44 Ir ish Times, April 16, 1951, p. 1., and April 20, 
1951, p. 1. 

145Irish Times, April 16,1951, p. 1; April 17, 1951, 
p. 1; April 21, 1951, p. l. 

l46Irish Press, ' May ~ , 1951, p. 1. 



To surrender is now se cond nature to [Coste l lo]. 
His chief preoccupation is holding the coalition 
together. The welfare and well-being of the nat ion 
are of secondary impo r tanc e . 147 
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This definitely was the case in April when the Taoiseach, in 

the name of the Government, yielded to the de ma nds of the 

bishops. 

During the Dail debates following Browne's resignation, 

Fianna Fail members took absolutely no part in the debate. 

They neither gave their views regarding the merits or short-

comings of the Scheme nor expressed their feeling on the 

circumstances leading to the Minister for Health's resignation. 

Fianna Fail was obviously interested in the matter, but for 

different reasons. Secretly, it hoped that this w6uld be the 

beginning of their return to governmental power. 

The only Fianna Fail deputy who said anything at all 

about the Coalition Government's problems was Gerald Boland. 

Speaking at a Mid-Roscommon Fianna Fail meeting on April 15, 

1951, he said that Uit is clear that one of them was not 

telling the truth, for each flatly contradicted the other. u148 

He was referring to Browne and Costello. Boland sided with 

Browne. He said that if Costello had been correct in his 

statements, many questions would remain unanswered: (1) why 

had Browne been permitted to spend large sums of public money 

for advertisement of the Scheme, (2) why had the Minister for 

Health been allowed to broadcast an account of the Scheme on 

l47Quoted in Irish Tim es, March 6, 1951, p. 3. 

l48Quoted in Irish Times, April 17, 1951, p.l. 
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the rad io, and (3) why had t he Mini ster for Fi na nce been 

pe rmitted to allow a def init e s um to appe a r i n t he Est i ma t es. 149 

The s e que s tions, obviou s ly , pointed to a l ack of unity within 

the Coalition Govern ment. Fianna Fail was ho pin g for thi s 

disunity to become disruptive because sooner or later it 

would cau s e the downfall of the Coalition and retu r n the 

leadership to Fianna Fail. 

Generally spea king, members of the political section of 

the Labour party refrained from making any co mme nt s on the 

controversy. But once the labor movement knew the cause of 

the controversy and realized that the bishops might stop th e 

Scheme, an attempt was made lito mobilize pressure from the 

Trade Union upon the political arm of the Labour Party."150 

The political section of the party apparently believed 

in submitting to the rulings of the Hierarchy when it said 

that Browne did not appreciate lithe seriousness of the Bishops' 

rulings, II 1 51 Although the Labour party supported 

Costello and the Government, it was not beset by internal 

strife and resignations as was Clann na Poblachta. 

Since Fine Gael was the leading party in the Coalition 

Government, its position was basically that of the Government 

and need not be discussed separately. 

The Hierarchy's attack on the Health Scheme not only 

149Irish Times, April 17, 1951, p. 1. 

150 Editorial in The Leader, LI (April 14, 1951), 3. 

151 The Labour Pirty, A Report of the Administrative 
Council for the years 1950-51 and 1951-52, p. 15. 

-;. 

" 
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affe cted the Gover nment' s imme dia te cour se o f act i on , but a lso 

threatened the very ex i stenc e of th a t par ti cul ar Coa l i tion 

Government . As wa s t he case wi t h Clann na Po blachta , and a l s o 

unknown to the public, the bishops' stro ng s t and mad e i t s e lf 

felt even before the Government had capitulated to t heir demands . 

On the day on which Browne had widely publici zed t he 

details of the Scheme, a hu r ried meeting of Cabinet mini s ters 

gave rise to speculations of difficulties within the Govern-

ment. Present at this meeting were John Costello, William 

Norton, Patrick McGilligan, Richard Mulcahy, Se an Mac Bride, 

and Joseph Oillon. 152 Noticeably absent was Noel Browne. 

This conference was widely understood to have concerned itself 

with some Cabinet members' serious dissatisfaction regarding 

Browne's Health Scheme. 153 This lack of agreement with the 

Minister for Health was due to the fact that the bishops still 

opposed the Scheme. After the meeting, the Government 

announced the following Cabinet changes: 

1) Sean MacEoin - from Minister for Justice to Minister 

for Defence. 

2) Thomas O'Higgins - from Minister for Defence to Minister 

for Industry and Commerce, 

3) Daniel Morrissey - from Minister for Industry and Com­

merce to Minister for Justice. 154 

152Irish Times, March 7, 1951, p. 1. 

153Cf. Irish Times, March 7, 1951, p. 1. and Irish Press 
Ma r'c h 8, 1 951, p. 1. ',-

154par1iamentary Debates, p. iii. 
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These Cabinet s hift s were apparently due to a disa gre ement 

among Fine Gael Ministers ove r Browne's course of action. 

Although Browne hims e lf had survived thi s aspect of the 

controversy, the question remained at that time whether the 

Scheme would also survive. Costello met sepa ra tely with 

Browne the following night . At this time, the Taoisea ch 

most probably explained to Browne the positions of the various 

other Cabinet members in regard to the Scheme. On the fo1low-

ing day, the Irish Press reported that the Government had 

urged the Minister for Health to change his stand as regards 

his no-means-test position. 155 

A few days prior to Browne's resignation, the Coalition 

Government found itself in serious difficulty because differ-

ences of opinion had arisen within the Government. Although, 

it had become common knowledge that a Cabinet crisis existed 

on account of the Health Scheme. some members of the Cabinet 

apparently did not even realize that a crisis was at hand. 

On April 8, 1951. James Everett. Minister for Posts and Te1e-

graphs, told a Labour party meeting in Waterford that Browne's 

Scheme would be enacted. 156 On the same day. Sean MacEoin. 

Minister for Defence. flatly denied reports that a Cabinet 

crises existed when he spoke at a Fine Gael convention in 

Cavan. 157 These events either indicated that the Taoiseach 

155Irish Press. March 8. 1951. p. 1. 

156Ibid • • April 9. 1951. p. 1. 
, ... 

157 Ir ish Times, "Apri1 9. 1951. p. 1. 
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had no t ye t told th e whol e Ca bi ne t of th e seri ousn e s s of the 

bishops' obje c tion s , or t ha t s ome Cabi Qe t Mini st e r s did no t 

agr ee with Costello's pl ans to withdraw th e Sc heme . However, 

they did indicate a lack of unity because of t he bi s ho p ' s 

stand. 

During the Dail debates concerning Br owne' s re s i gna t i on , 

more than one Independent deputy seemed determin ed to hav e 

the issue of the Hierarchy's interference thra s hed out to i t s 

limits. The crisis had become so serious that the Indepen­

dents might ask for a motion of II no confidenc e " if, and when, 

the Dail should again consider Browne's resignation. 15 8 

Passage of such a motion was definitely not out of the r ealm 

of possibility since, on the day preceeding the re s ignation, 

the Government had carried the second r eading of the Social 

Welfare Bill by only four votes . 159 Since that t i me, however, 

several members of the Clann na Poblachta party had resigned 

from the party on account of the controversy. Whether these 

men would support the Government would remain to be seen. 

This motion of "no confidence" never materialized at the 

nex t sitting of the Dail even though the debate concerning the 

resignation continued. Therefore, the actual strength of 

the Government could not be tested until a major issue would 

be voted upon. On April 17, 1951, the same day that Browne's 

resignation debate continued, discussion started on a Bill 

158Ibid., April 14, 1951, p. 1. 

1 5 9 Par 1 i a men tar y Deb 'a t e s, col. 6 3 7 - 4 0 . 
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This would be the c ruci a l tes t for the ' Govern ment . 
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A week later Fianna F~il and several I nde pend en ts were 

apparently ready to vote against the Govern me nt should there 

be a vote on the Esti mate for the Department of Ag r ic ulture. 

But a minor snag threatened to foil Fiana Fail's plan. On 

April 16, 1951, Patrick Smith (Fianna Fail) was expelled from 

the Dail because of unbecoming behaviour in the Dail .161 

Since the Opposition would need every possible vote it could 

get, Smith's expulsion meant that Fianna Fail had lost one 

crucial vote. The expulsion of Smith, however, indicated a 

definite tension in the Dail, and it was largely by accident 

that a vote was not called for. 

By the end of Apri 1, the Government was very much aware 

of the critical position it found itself in. The Taoiseach 

was ready to ask for a dissolution of both Houses of the 

Oireachtas rather than risk a defeat on the Estimate for Agri-

culture. Had there been a vote on the Estimate, the Opposi-

tion would probably have defeated the Government. De Valera 

could certainly have mustered all Fianna Fail votes and could 

have counted on the "probably support from Captain Cowan, 

Dr. Browne, Mr. Mcquillan, Mr. Cogan and Mr. P. O'Reilly.,,162 

These five men either had been Independents or had become 

160 Ibid ., co1s. 833-94. 

l61Ibid., cols. 1675: 78. 
>. 

162IrishTimes, April 30,1951, p. 1. 
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Independen t s a fter Bro wne ' s re s i gnation. 

The Go vernm ent's situa t ion was beco min g mo re critical as 

time went on . On May 1, 195 1, Sir John Esmonde, a for mer Fin e 

Gael de puty who had chosen Independent statu s some months 

previously, resigned hi s s eat in Dail Eireann. 16 3 The Coali-

tion, therefore, had lost one more vote, e ach of which was 

crucial at this ti me . On the same day, Patric k Sm ith (Fianna 

Fail) made a suitable apology for his behavior and was s ubse­

quently reinstated to the Dail .164 The opposi ti on had now 

gained a net increase of two votes. 

While the Dail was adjourned from Ma y 2nd until May 8th , 

Costello apparently took a hard look at the situation con-

fronting his .. Gcivernment. Since he did not want to be defeated 

on an is s ue in the Dail, he asked for a dissolution. On 

May 4, the President of Ireland signed an Order which dissolved 

Dail Eireann on May 7, 1951 and summoned a newly elected Dail 

to meet on June 13, 1951. 165 

Even though the final issue which ended the Coalition 

Government seemed to have been the Estimate for Agriculture, 

the fundamental cause of the dissolution was, beyond doubt, 

the bishops' meddling in the affairs of the government. 

In the election campaign which followed the dissolution 

of the Dail, little was said about Browne's controversy with 

163parliamentary Debates, col. 1717. 

164Ibid. 
, 
" 

165Irish Times, ·May 5, 1951, p. 1, and Ireland, Parlia­
mentary Debates (Dai1 Eireann), CXXVI (1951), col. 2. 

" 



74 

the prelates . Rath e r, t he i mp ortant issue se emed t o revolve 

around the type of Gove rnm e nt best s uited for Ireland. Si mply, 

the i s sue was inter-party Government ver s us s in gle-p arty 

Government. 

Browne decided to seek re-election in his old constitu­

ency as an Independent. In opening his election campai gn he 

state~ that, if elected, he would follow the same course he 

had followed in the Coalition Government. 166 

Clann na Poblachta, which had placed ninety-two candi­

dates in the 1948 election, this time only thirty-seven in 

contention. 167 Obviously, this was due to a large extent to 

the fact that the Clann had been deeply split after the contro­

versy. Another reason was that the Coalition had 'pooled' 

candidates, the result very often being that the parties elimi­

nated contests between their own candidates. 168 The reason 

for this was to have as many of the candidates elected as 

possible. This 'pooling' of candidates would prevent one 

member of the Coalition from losing to another member. 

After the election, the question of single-party Govern­

ment versus inter-party Government was as unresolved as before 

the dissolution of the Dail. Again, the balance of power was 

in the hands of the Independents. They could vote either for 

the Coalition Government or Fianna Fail. The results were 

166Irish Times, May 9, 1951, p. 1. 

167Ibid., May 18, 1951 p. 1. 

168Ibid. .. 



as follo ws: 

Fianna Fail 
Fine Gael 
Labour 
Clann na Poblachta 
Clann na Talmhan 
Independents 

BEFORE 

68 
29 
20 

6 
5 

17 

AFTER 169 

69 
40 
16 

2 
6 

1 4 

We must remember that in the Irish electoral system, 

several deputies are elected from the same constituency. 
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Browne and Costello were both re-elected by the same consti-

tuency . ffrench-O'Carroll had challenged Sean MacBride on 

the issue raised by Browne's dismissal. O'Ca~roll won the 

election easily, but Sean MacBride was elected only with 

difficulty. In fact, he almost lost his seat in the Dail. 

J. Mcquillan, who had also bolted the Clann na Poblachta 

party, was also re-elected rather easily. But the most strik-

ing feature of the election was that Clann na Poblachta was 

dead as a political party. While it had won ten seats in the 

1948 election, the party won only two seats this time. 170 

When the Dail convened on June 13, 1951, the first order 

of business was the election of the new Taoiseach. Since 

there had been little change in the line-up of the political 

parties, the Government could fall to either Fianna Failor to 

Fine Gael and the Coalition. The motion that John Costello 

be re-elected as Taoiseach failed to pass the Dail by two 

votes, seventy-two for and seventy-four against. Noel Browne, 

l69Ibid., June 2, 1951, p. 1. -- '" 

170Ibid., June 1, 1951, p. 1. 

" , 
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ffrench-O'Carroll, and J.P. Brennan vot ed agai nst th e Coa li­

tion. 171 Had these three men, all of whom had been membe rs 

of C1ann na Poblachta, vot e d for Costello, their three votes 

would have been sufficient to put the Coalition or I nterparty 

Government back into office. The second motion, that Eamo n 

De Valera be elected as Taoiseach, passed by a vote of se venty­

four in favor to sixty-nine against with the sa me three me n 

voting for De Valera. 172 Again their votes had been the cru­

cial votes since without them the second motion would have 

been defeated also. John Costello's Coalition Government had 

ended. 

In summary, the controversy between the Minister for 

Health and the bishops had claimed many victims. First, 

Browne himself was forced to resign from the Government. 

Secondly, the controversy had split the Clann na Pob1achta 

party to such an extent that it ceased to exist as a vital 

force in Irish politics. Finally, the controversy not only 

weakened the Coalition Government; it meant the very end of 

that Coalition. In other words, the power of the Roman 

Catholic Hierarchy and its interference in matters of the 

State had affected the complete political picture of Ireland. 

171parliamentary Deb~ tes, CXXVI, eo1s. 73-76. 

172 Ibid ., eo1s. 77-80. 
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CONCLUSION 

When Noel Browne was caught in the web of the religious 

schizophrenia, he had three possible courses of action open 

to him: (1) unreservedly accept the decision of the bishops, 

(2) evade the problem, and (3) rebel . John Costello and 

the Government had chosen to opt for the first . They had 

accepted the rulings of the bishops . Noel Browne, however, 

chose the third option. He chose to rebel. 

Publ i cly Browne announced that "As a Cathol i c , I accept 

the rulings of Their Lordships the Hierarchy without ques­

tion,,,173 This must have been nothing more than a political 

statement, because if he really had accepted the bishops' 

ruling he would not have resigned. He would have remained 

in the Government as Costello had done . The fact that he 

resigned is a definite indication that he did not accept the 

rulings of the prelates, When questioned about this matter, 

Browne admitted that he never accepted the bishops' rulings. 174 

In a certain sense, Browne was a man who was ahead of 

his time. The bishops certainly were not ready for his course 

of action, nor were the members of the Government. In fact, 

173Quoted in Irish Times, April 12, 1951, p. 1, 

174Interview with Noel Browne, former Minister for 
Health, July 14, 1967. 

'> 
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Ir eland was not ready for hi m. It was not r eady fo r hi m in 

th e sense that he had publicly cha llen ged t he authori ty of 

the bishops. At this ti me , however, it was not ac cep tab le 

to question the actions of the bishops. One was only allowed 

to object and critici ze in private. But by his resignation, 

Browne had done so publicly. 

In a sense, he had put his finger on the national pulse. 

The people of Ireland wanted to free themselve s from this web 

of schizophrenia, but they were not quite ready to accept the 

risks involved. However, this was not to be the case for 

long. Slowly the people have moved ahead. They have started 

to question, they have started to oppose. Although the people 

have moved ahead since that time, the bishops have' not. This 

is evident by the bishops' attempt to perpetuate the religious 

schizophrenia. Since the controversy, the Archbishop of 

Dublin has re-iterated his regulation that a Catholic may not, 

under pain of sin, attend Trinity without his express permission. 

Here the people have moved ahead in the sense that they ignore, 

for the most part, regulations such as this. 

Shortly after the controversy, Sean O'Faolain analyzed 

the situation between Church and State as liThe Dail proposes; 

Maynooth disposes."1 75 But this ;s not the way it should be. 

Instead, the relationship between Church and State, especially 

in a country where the majority of the population is Catholic, 

l75S ean O'Faolain, liThe Dail and the Bishops," The Bell, 
XVII (June, 1951), 7. 

""-, . , 
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mu s t alw ays be " a hea lt hy str uggle, i n which th e Ch ur c h will 

properly, but alw ays pruden tlY f ight f or po wer , a nd th e St at e 

will a lw ays try to re st rain that po wer with i n du e l imits ." l76 

This has , sin ce the cont r ov e rsy, become noticea bl e in Ir ela nd. 

When the Bishop of Galway confronted the gove rnmen t ab out a 

school situation, the government did not yield to his dem ands. 

Maybe the spirit of Noel Browne's position has permeated th e 

Irish religious schi zophrenia. 

l76Ibid., p. 9. 
',-



BI BLIOGRAPHY 

Primary Sources 

Ireland. Acts of the Oireachtas. Number 28 of 1947 . 

Ireland. Constitution. 

Ireland, Department of Health. Mother and Child: What 
the New Service Means to Every Family. n.d. 

Ireland. 1950-51 Estimates for Public Services for the 
Year Ending 31st March 1951. 

Ireland . 1951-52 Estimates for Public Services for the 
Year Ending 31st March 1952. 

80 

Ireland, the Labour Party. The Labour Party. Report of the 
Administrative Council for the Years 1950-51 and 
1951-52. 

Ireland. Parliamentary Debates. (Dail Eireann) Vol. CX XV, 
CXXVI. 

Irish Independent. 1950-1951. 

Irish Press. 1950-1951. 

Irish Times. 1947-1951. 

The Journal of the Irish Medical Association. Vol. XXVIII­
XXIX. Before January 1951 called: Journal of the 
Medical Association of Eire. Vol. XX VII . 

Manchester Guardian Weekly. 1951. 

Personal interview with Noel Browne, former 
Minister for Health. July 14, 1967. 

The Standard (Dublin). 1951. 

Sunday Press. 1951. 
, .. 



Sec ondary Sources 

Coogan, Ti mothy Patrick. Ire land Since the Ri sing . 
London: Pall Mall Press, 1966. 

The Leader. Vol. LI (1951). 

O'Fao1ain, Sean. "The Dai1 and the Bishops," The Bell, 
XVII (June, 1951), 5-13. 

Personal interview with Thomas Greaney, former 
Clerk, Galway County Council. April 1, 1968. 

Pius XI. On Christian Marriage (December 31, 1930) 
New York: The Pau1ist Press, n.d. 

'-

81 



This thesis has been approved by the following 
committee: 

;ttl, •. " 9, )44 c 7h Direc tor 

l~ ~w~ , ~, -

a~. ;,f ~ {) 'u:s~ 
() 

'-


