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Abstract 

 
This paper employs elite formation quantitative indices to directly and 
transparently compare the role of the Irish secondary school system in the 
formation of Ireland’s political and judicial elites, over its history as an 
independent country (1922–2022). Whereas other elite studies have tended to 
compare either the same elite formation systems or the same elites, across 
countries, we examine the eliteness, influence and exclusiveness of one 
formation system in the creation of two very different societal elites. Our 
results suggest that the secondary schools that educated Ireland’s superior 
court judges were significantly more elite and influential than those that 
educated its cabinet ministers. Additionally, the vast majority of the secondary 
schools that educated superior court judges, and about 30 per cent of those 
that educated cabinet ministers, were fee-paying schools, a category of school 
that constitutes only a tiny fraction of the secondary schools in the country.  

  
Keywords: Elite, education, ministers, judges, elite formation, judicial careers, 
political careers  
 

Introduction 

This paper focuses on Irish elites and their formation over a century. 
By elites we mean ‘small minorities who appear to play an exception -
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ally influential part in political and social affairs’ (Parry, 1967, p. 12). 
As Heilbron et al. (2017, p. 11) note, elites are groups ‘on which data 
is notoriously hard to find’ internationally, and particularly in Ireland 
(Courtois, 2020). Yet, by specifying particular elites (as recommended 
by Cousin et al., 2018), and by using databases in new ways, this paper 
provides observational data on elites in toto rather than by a sampling 
approach (as called for by Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2021). Using indices 
developed by O’Rourke et al. (2015), we quantitatively examine the 
influence, exclusiveness and eliteness of the Irish secondary school 
system in the formation of two elites: cabinet ministers and judges in 
the superior courts (Supreme, High and Appeals Courts) between 
1922 and 2022 – those who have constituted the executive and judicial 
branches of government.  

We focus upon the secondary school system, as secondary school 
education is important in forming the social connections and world 
views of its students. A process of socialisation occurs for children to 
learn their culture and become effective members of their society 
(Macionis & Gerber, 2011). This process has a central influence on 
their behaviour, beliefs and actions (Cromdal, 2006). Thus, the 
networks that graduates develop when in secondary education can 
influence their lives (Gessaghi & Méndez, 2015). Secondary schools 
are seen by many scholars, Mills (1956) among them, ‘as agents in a 
conspiracy of the already privileged to perpetuate their privilege 
forever’ (Powell, 1997, p. 85). While universities educate adults, 
secondary schools educate children deliberately sent to them by their 
parents (Bond, 2012) and so secondary schools may tell us more about 
elite reproduction than the arguably more meritocratically composed 
universities. Ireland’s is an educational system divided between 678 
free secondary schools and 53 fee-paying institutions that ‘largely 
outperform “free” schools in the national league tables’ (Courtois, 
2020, p. 169).  

We selected 1922 as our starting point, as that year marked Irish 
independence with the establishment of the Free State, and the 
creation of cabinet government and the country’s independent judicial 
system (Fanning, 2013). Appointment to cabinet or to the superior 
courts, in any democracy, places one in a position of rare trust. By 
definition, few in any society will ever hold such office. Our findings 
suggest that the secondary schools that educated superior court judges 
between 1922 and 2022 were significantly more elite and influential 
than those that educated cabinet ministers, and that these schools 
were far more likely to be fee-paying schools.  
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This paper begins with an examination of the literature on elites 
and their formation in the secondary school system. From there we 
discuss the development of ministerial and judicial elites in Ireland 
and the background of the Irish secondary school system. We then 
explain how we quantitatively measure the secondary school elite 
formation system using O’Rourke et al.’s (2015) approach. Our data 
and procedures are then presented. Thereafter, we compare how the 
elite index (and its constituent measures of influence and 
exclusiveness) for the Irish secondary school system differs between 
the education of cabinet ministers and that of senior judges. We finish 
with a discussion of our results. 

 

Theoretical perspectives on elite formation in secondary 
schools 

There remains a strong connection between social class and the ability 
to become a member of the elite (Hartmann, 2012; Higley et al., 1996; 
Lane, 2011). Many previously saw education, and in particular the 
massification of secondary and tertiary education, as the means to 
ensure a more meritocratic way of forming elites and to create a fairer 
society, even if some of those active in broadening educational access 
were more sceptical (Young, 1958). Alas, scholars have shown that 
one of the main explanators of elite membership remains social class 
(Maclean et al., 2017), and that education is not an unadulterated 
panacea for poverty and inequality. Rather, educational systems are 
implicated in this elite reproduction and ‘contribute to the intra-
generational reproduction of the current dominant group’ (Borjesson 
et al., 2016, p. 2). Using his concepts of social and cultural capital, 
Bourdieu’s work made more explicit the mechanisms of how 
educational institutions can be implicated in ‘concealing social 
selection under the guise of technical selection and legitimating the 
reproductions of the social hierarchies’ (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, 
p. 153).  

Whereas Bourdieu (1996) stressed the self-validating nature of the 
grand écoles as key to the French elite, and their reproduction, the 
role of secondary school systems has been highlighted by other 
researchers (Courtois, 2018; Hartman, 2012). As secondary schools 
come earlier in life than universities, it is natural to examine them 
when looking at the role of social reproduction, rather than individual 
merit, in the formation of elites. Studies of higher education 
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institutions, such as grand écoles, tell us a lot about the habitus and the 
nature of elite networks, and reveal, as studies of elite socialisation at 
any level, how elites signal their status to others (Lamont et al., 2014). 
Studies at the university level can also tell us about elite reproduction, 
but inevitably must deal with the argument that recruitment to higher 
education involves a greater conflation of meritocratic recruitment 
and social reproduction. On the other hand, our focus on secondary 
schools is able to build on empirical studies that use deep description 
and embedded measurements to examine the importance of 
secondary schools in elite social reproduction (Courtois, 2018; Kahn, 
2011; Sacks, 2007). 

Cookson & Persell (2010, p. 27), examining secondary-level 
boarding schools in the US and UK over twenty-five years, found that 
these institutions remain a pipeline to selective colleges, continue to 
socialise students for upper-class membership and retain preparation 
for power as their core mission. In the US the private preparatory St 
Paul’s School, in New Hampshire, is regarded as one of the primary 
homes for the adolescent elite. It and other preparatory schools such 
as Phillips Academy in Massachusetts, with their long lists of alumni 
who have filled the most senior and prestigious positions in US society, 
are, through socialisation, providing entry into an exclusive aristocratic 
culture (Khan, 2012). The British public school system has contributed 
‘a disproportionate number of its members to the controlling institu -
tions and key decision-making groups of the country’ (Domhoff, 1967, 
p. 5). Reeves et al. (2017) found that of the 54 prime ministers elected 
to office in the UK, 36 (67 per cent) were educated at one of just 9 
elite schools. Since 1955 the UK has had 15 prime ministers, 5 of them 
educated at Eton, Eton being just one secondary school out of the 
UK’s 4,190 secondary schools. In the UK ‘many believe that these 
[public] schools more than the universities have been the prime 
institutions through which existing elites have passed on their 
privileges and symbolic capital’ (Williams & Filippakou, 2010, p. 15). 
It is clear that, as Reeves et al. (2017, p. 1140) put it, ‘Elites in the 
United Kingdom, United States, Australia, Canada, Japan, and 
France all have strong ties to a small set of private secondary schools’. 
Courtois (2020) provides an overview of Irish elites – defined as those 
listed in Who’s Who in Ireland (Phelan, 2006) – and their relationships 
with Irish fee-paying secondary schools. Our empirical observations in 
this paper complement Courtois (2020) by focusing on two specific 
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elites – the political and judicial elites – answering the call for ‘greater 
analytical specification’ in empirical elite studies (Cousin et al., 2018). 

The political elite are the power holders of the body politic 
(Lasswell et al., 1952). They ‘possess the flexibility to set the political 
agenda to which non-elites respond’ (Parry, 2005, p. 2). The political 
elites were, for Marx and Engels (1906, p. 15), ‘a committee for 
managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’. There is little 
doubt that being a cabinet minister qualifies one as a member of the 
political elite (Riddell et al., 2011). To be a cabinet minister in a 
democracy places one in an exclusive club that plays an influential part 
in society (Marsh et al., 2000). In Ireland the cabinet constitutes the 
executive branch of government (MacCarthaigh, 2017). 

Senior judges occupy a similar position to senior politicians in 
democracies. Paterson (1974) argues that they could be described as 
political actors and a political elite. However, unlike politicians, senior 
judges do not depend upon the electorate for ascension to their 
elevated positions. Their profession has been described as a closed 
shop and their appointment to high office in Ireland as a ‘closed 
system’ (Mac Cormaic, 2020). This situation is not unique to Ireland, 
with Ivy League education playing a significant role in, if not an 
informal requirement for, the selection of state supreme court justices 
in the US (Emmert & Glick, 1988). The Irish constitution ‘gives 
strikingly impressive powers of judicial review of legislation to the 
High Court, Courts of Appeal and the Supreme Court’ (Hogan, 2021, 
p. 1325). Consequently, the superior courts supervise the Oireachtas 
(Ireland’s legislature) to ensure its laws are constitutional. From the 
1960s judicial activism became very important, with judges 
increasingly regarded as lawmakers (Keane, 2003). The authority of 
judicial review bestows upon the justices of these courts a concomitant 
prestige. To sit in the superior courts in Ireland is to be part of an 
exclusive and highly influential branch of the Irish government.  

Elites that are more hereditary than meritocratic lose legitimacy 
based on rare skills and sufficient links with the rest of the society to 
make decisions on its behalf (Brezis & Crouzet, 2006). Key to 
discerning whether particular elites are meritocratic, based on ability 
and talent, or hereditary, rests in comparisons of how such elites are 
formed. It is to the role and measurement of the secondary school 
system in the production of the Irish political and judicial elite that we 
now turn. 
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Comparing elite formation: The schooling of cabinet ministers 
and senior judges 

Through comparative studies, we can discover trends and achieve an 
understanding of broader socio-political characteristics (Blondel, 
1995, p. 3). Comparison gives perspective, through either geographical 
or chronological juxtaposition that facilitates the building of a body of 
increasingly valuable explanatory theory (Mayer et al., 1993). The elite 
formation index used here can compare elite formation systems both 
synchronically (either across comparable elites in different countries 
or different elites in the same country) and diachronically (for 
example, to analyse whether or not a formation system is becoming 
more or less elite across years or decades). Here we focus on 
comparing the role of the Irish secondary school system (elite 
formation system) in the formation of cabinet ministers and senior 
judges.  

The year 2022 marked the centenary of Irish independence. The 
Irish parliamentary system manifests many similarities to the 
Westminster system in structure and culture (Gallagher, 2009; 
Lijphart, 1999; MacCarthaigh, 2012). ‘In the Westminster model, 
parliament is not seen as a real maker of law, but instead provides a 
forum where the issues raised by a government proposal can be fully 
aired’ (Gallagher, 2009, p. 209). Under Bunreacht na hÉireann (Irish 
Constitution) the cabinet, exercising executive authority, is the 
government (Government of Ireland, 1937). Thus, Ireland has 
a constitutional, statute and common-law legal system, inherited from 
the British, like many of their former colonies (MacCarthaigh, 2012). 
But, unlike the UK, Ireland has a written constitution. The superior 
courts – the Supreme Court, the High Court and the Court of Appeal 
– are all provided for in Bunreacht na hÉireann (Government of 
Ireland, 1937). These courts possess the authority to interpret the 
Constitution.  

The historical development of the Irish elites was somewhat similar 
to that in the UK, given Ireland’s absorption into the UK from 1801 
until 1922. By the end of the eighteenth century a ‘fusing of English, 
Welsh, Scottish and Irish elites through marriage and inheritance saw 
a convergence of perspectives and increased the cohesion of the 
British ruling class’ (Moe, 2007, p. 64). Assisting this process was 
education. By the turn of the nineteenth century most of the elite 
received their education at what were called ‘public schools’. These 
were schools that were open to anyone who could pass the entrance 
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1 Higher and lower professionals are socio-economic group and occupation categories 
used by the Central Statistics Office (CSO). Higher professional encompasses 
occupations such as doctor, solicitor and barrister, while lower professional includes 
teacher, nurse and midwife. Full details on all of the occupations under these categories 
can be found in Appendix 5 of the 2002 Census report at: 
https://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/census/documents/vol10_appendix.pdf

examination and afford the fees, without religious or other 
restrictions, such as Eton, Winchester and Harrow (Colley, 1992, p. 
167). 

Following Irish independence in 1922, the ascendancy class – the 
propertied elite associated with the former British regime – became 
socially marginalised (Collins & Cradden, 2001). Thereafter, the Irish 
gradually developed their own indigenous elite upon the foundations 
of a rising mercantile class (Lee, 1989). As the country is small, there 
is a certain homogeneity that characterises the Irish elite. By the mid 
1990s, higher and lower professionals1 – those citizens with a higher 
education – were disproportionately represented in the Dáil (Feeney 
et al., 2017). Higher professionals constituted almost a quarter of 
teachtaí dála (TDs) (members of parliament), compared with just 4 
per cent of society (Constitutional Review Group, 1996). Carroll 
(2005) found that just after the turn of the century, after eighty years 
of independence, the judges of the superior courts were most likely to 
be male, be Dublin born and have attended a private secondary 
school. In general, judges in Ireland hail from the ‘prosperous middle-
class’ (Gallagher, 2018, p. 74) and are themselves upper-class, drawn 
‘almost exclusively from a small pool of wealthy former legal 
practitioners’ (Doyle, 2018, p. 188). Secondary school education has 
been free in Ireland since 1967 (MacCarthaigh, 2008), although there 
remain 53 ‘private’ fee-paying secondary schools (out of the total of 
731 secondary schools), albeit with the state paying the teachers’ 
salaries.  

 
Methodology: The elite formation indices  
We will compare the role of the secondary school system in the 
formation of the members of two of the branches of the Irish 
government over the century from 1922 to 2022. This period witnessed 
the formation of thirty-three governments and thirty-three dálaí 
(lower house of parliament); along with the creation of the superior 
courts (Supreme, High and Appeals) system. 

Relying upon the thick description and the largely qualitative 
approaches traditionally associated with elite research, not only to 
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understand the social forces but merely to get a sense of quantities, is 
problematic due to the multidimensionality of elite formation. Conse -
quently, O’Rourke et al.’s (2015) elite formation indices are used here, 
as they make this multidimensionality manageable by capturing 
measures of the influence and exclusivity that combine to index how 
elite a particular system of institutions is in the formation of a specific 
societal group – how elite the secondary school system is in relation to 
the composition of cabinets or superior courts. As the influence and 
exclusivity of a system of institutions are more complex than intuition 
suggests, we will examine measures of influence and exclusiveness 
separately, before they are combined into the overarching eliteness 
index.  

Following the use of the indices, we will present some other 
findings not captured by them.  

 
Measuring the influence, exclusivity and eliteness of the secondary 
school system that produced the ministers and judges 
For O’Rourke et al.’s (2015) Institutional Influence Index (I-Index), 
the influence of a set of elite formation institutions comprises two 
dimensions: the number (fewer being associated with greater 
influence) of institutions that produce members of the elite and the 
unevenness of the shares (the more uneven, the greater the influence) 
of the elite among those institutions. The I-Index of a system of 
institutions is the sum, across the number of institutions (n), of 
squared shares (s) of affiliates (graduates) of each institution (i) in the 
elite (cabinet or superior courts), so that:  
 
                                                                        i=n      mi

    2 
I = ^ 1–––2                                               

i=1
     M 

 
 
where mi is the number of affiliates of institute i that are members of 
the elite in question and M is the total number of members of that elite 
(O’Rourke et al., 2015).  

The influence of the secondary school system on the formation of 
cabinet members and senior judges depends upon the proportion 
educated in specific secondary schools along with the limited number 
of those schools. Thus, the I-Index goes up if a greater proportion of 
ministers, or judges, are graduates of any one school. The I-Index will 
also increase if there are fewer secondary schools involved in 
producing members of these elites. This formula is an adaptation of 
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the Herfindahl–Hirschman Index (H-Index) (Davies et al., 1991,  
p. 82). Adapting this formula means that I-Index values can also be 
compared with the many measures of market power that have been 
carried out using the H-index. 

O’Rourke et al. (2015) argue that the exclusivity of a set of elite 
formation institutions comprises two dimensions. Firstly, the more 
alternatives there are to any one institution, the more exclusiveness 
there can be. Secondly, the more unequal the shares of each institution 
of the relevant general population, the more exclusiveness there is – 
for example, if the secondary school Gonzaga halved its intake of 
students, this would result in increased exclusivity, other things being 
equal. In their XE (exclusivity)-Index, P is the total number in the 
relevant general population (all students in secondary school), pk is the 
population in the kth secondary school, and t is the number of elite-
producing secondary schools: 

 
                                                                pk 

0.5 
                                                Sk=t

k=1 1 – 1––2                                                                 P 
XE = 3–––––––––––––4  

                                                          t 
 
For the relevant P we took the total secondary school population in 
2021 from Department of Education data.2 For pi we took the number 
of students attending each elite-producing secondary school in 2021 
according to the Department of Education data. Although it would be 
possible to construct arguments for other measures of relevant general 
populations and numbers in each school, we chose these as the most 
straightforward. This data is sampled in the Appendices and displayed 
in its totality in the linked data sets.3  

The XE-Index measures the exclusiveness of elite institutions only. 
It is not affected by how non-elite institutions (secondary schools 
without graduates in the elite group – cabinet or judiciary) vary in size. 
The XE-index also measures changes in both the proportion of the 
relevant population that goes to elite secondary schools and how that 
proportion is shared out among those institutions.  

O’Rourke et al.’s (2015) elite index links influence and exclusivity 
at the level of each institution, before aggregation to the system. A 
secondary school may be very influential, in having many affiliates 
(graduates) in influential positions in a country, but so inclusive that it 
cannot be claimed to contribute to the eliteness of the system. 
2 https://assets.gov.ie/129346/de6f5f01-b86b-4503-b5a6-c8da4d78dfa7.xlsx 
3 https://arrow.tudublin.ie/adaptdata/1/ 
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4 https://www.dib.ie/ 
5 https://arrow.tudublin.ie/adaptdata/1/ 

Similarly, secondary schools may be exclusive, without being influen -
 tial, if no affiliates are in the elite. Thus, the Institutional Eliteness 
Index (E-Index) is the linked combination of influence and exclusivity:  
 
                                                           i=n      mi   

2         pi
   0.5 

E = ^ 1–––2 11 – 1––2  2 
                                                          i=1      M               P

 
 
The indices produce measures that allow quantitative comparison of 
elite formation systems of different sizes. Thus, the findings will 
enable us to see how an elite formation system’s eliteness, influence 
and exclusiveness vary between different elites. Also, as elite 
formation in Ireland is well understood, our findings can be examined 
in the context of previous qualitative work (Cohan, 1972; Courtois, 
2018; Kennedy & Power, 2010).  

 

Ministerial and judicial data  

We focus upon the secondary schools attended by cabinet ministers 
and senior judiciary between 1922 and 2022 to gain an insight into the 
eliteness of these institutions. We acquired this data from examining 
each of the ministers’ and judges’ CVs, personal webpages where 
available, LinkedIn, Wikipedia, the Dictionary of Irish Biography4 and 
various articles concerning them in The Irish Times (newspaper of 
record), as well as in other newspapers such as the Irish Examiner and 
the Irish Independent. We also acquired data from the schools’ 
websites and from their Wikipedia pages. All of the data presented, 
and used here, comes from public domain sources exclusively. This 
data is presented in sample form in the Appendices and can be found 
in its totality in the linked data sets.5  

Between 1922 and 2022, encompassing the Irish Free State (1922–
37) and then Ireland (1937–2022), there have been 199 ministers in 
Irish governments and 191 judges in the superior courts. While it 
might have been expected that these figures would have been higher, 
given that we are looking at a century, it tends to be the case that 
senior politicians, if re-elected, are often reappointed as ministers in 
various governments, and that judges, once appointed, often remain 
on the bench until retirement (Mac Cormaic, 2016). For instance, 
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Seán Lemass, throughout his 45 years as a TD, over 28 of which were 
spent in cabinet, held many portfolios, including the office of 
Taoiseach in 3 different governments and that of Minister for Industry 
and Commerce in 10! Chief Justice Liam Hamilton spent 26 years on 
the bench, being appointed to the High Court in 1974, becoming 
president of that court in 1985, then being appointed to the Supreme 
Court in 1994 and retiring in 2000 (Mac Cormaic, 2016).  

Of the 199 cabinet ministers, at least 11 attended secondary school 
overseas (primarily in the UK and US), and at least 7 never attended 
secondary school at all (not that surprising in the early part of the 
previous century), leaving us with a population of 181 ministers. 
However, we lack information on the secondary schools attended by 5 
of these ministers. Thus, of a relevant population of at most 181 we 
possess data on the secondary schools attended by 176 ministers.  

Of the 191 superior court justices, at least 13 attended secondary 
schools overseas (UK and US), and one was home-schooled, leaving 
us with a relevant population of at most 177 judges. However, we lack 
information on the secondary schools attended by 51 of these judges, 
leaving us with 126.  

 

Results and analysis  

Appendix A shows samples of the calculations, contained in the linked 
data set, for the E-Index, I-Index and XE-Index for the secondary 
schools that provided cabinet ministers between 1922 and 2022. 
Appendix B shows similar calculations for the secondary schools that 
produced superior court judges, with a link to the comprehensive data 
set. The indices are directly comparable for the secondary school 
system producing both elites. Additionally, the index scores for the 
individual schools producing ministers and judges, some of which 
appear on both lists (see Appendices A and B and linked data sets), 
are also directly comparable.  

 

Eliteness (E-Index) scores  

In Table 1 we set out the values of the E-Index for the secondary 
school system supplying ministers and superior court judges in Ireland 
between 1922 and 2022.  

The E-Index for the secondary school system was 0.0136 for cabinet 
ministers and 0.0477 for superior court judges. Thus, the Irish 
secondary school system was 3.5 times as elite when producing 
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superior judges as when producing cabinet ministers. When O’Rourke 
et al. (2015) examined the eliteness of the UK secondary school system 
in producing cabinet ministers between 1937 and 2012 they found an 
E-Index of 0.0253. While higher than our finding for Irish cabinet 
ministers, it is significantly lower than the E-Index for Irish superior 
court judges. Our finding here is consistent with some of the 
qualitative investigations of other researchers (e.g. Courtois, 2018; 
Kennedy & Power, 2010). For instance, Courtois (2018), examining 
Phelan’s (2006) Who’s Who in Ireland, found that 21 per cent of the 
politicians listed (which included some who were, or had been, cabinet 
ministers) and 61 per cent of the higher professionals listed (which 
included some superior court judges) had been educated in fee-paying 
schools. 

We now move on to consider the influence and exclusivity 
components of eliteness in terms of how the secondary school system 
supplies ministers and judges.  

 

Influence (I-Index) scores  

In Table 2 we can see the I-Index values for the secondary school 
system supplying cabinet ministers and superior court judges between 
1922 and 2022. 

 
Table 2: Influence indices for the secondary school system supplying 

cabinet ministers and senior judges  
                                                                                                 I-Index  

Cabinet ministers                                                                         0.0141 
Superior Court judges                                                                 0.0497  
 

The I-Index for the secondary schools supplying superior court judges 
was 3.52 times that for the secondary schools supplying cabinet 
ministers, which again reflects the impression one gets from a more 
intimate reading of the situation. To put this in context O’Rourke et 
al. (2015) measured an I-Index of 0.0257 for the secondary schools 
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educating UK cabinet ministers between 1937 and 2012, again 
significantly lower than our finding here for Irish superior court 
judges. Kennedy & Power’s (2010, p. 229) more qualitative study 
found that in the early 2000s three-quarters of the then sitting 
Supreme Court judges had been educated in fee-paying schools, as 
had a ‘disproportionate’ number of politicians. However, they provide 
no details as to the ratios of judges and politicians educated in fee-
paying schools. 

The I-Index scores are effectively measures of supplier (secondary 
school) concentration in the production of the political and judicial 
elites. In the industrial economics context, markets with a H-Index of 
less than 0.2 would be considered competitive. Viewing schools as 
sellers and cabinets and superior courts as buyers, there is no evidence 
of monopoly power being held by the secondary schools in supplying 
ministers or senior judges over the past century.  

Of course, concerns about elitist secondary schools supplying 
cabinet ministers and superior court judges are broader than the 
traditional industrial economics concern with monopoly power. 
Firstly, there is the social concern about the lack of diversity in elite 
formation – an elite that lacks diversity may be more subject to 
groupthink (Resnik & Smith, 2020). Secondly, there is the repre- 
 sentativeness by elites of experiences in the general population – it is 
unhelpful if a governing, or judging, elite is unfamiliar with the lived 
experiences of the governed or the judged (Luce, 2017). Thirdly, there 
is the social concern that the exclusivity of those schools is restricting 
access to elite positions unfairly (Reeves et al., 2017; Weeden, 2002). 
The first two concerns mean that we might have issues at lower levels 
of the I-index than industrial economics would suggest, which is 
concerning given the figures in Table 2, particularly in relation to the 
judiciary. The third concern, unfair restriction of opportunity, is more 
directly addressed in the following section by the other component of 
our eliteness measure, the exclusivity or XE-Index. 

 

Exclusiveness (XE-Index) scores for cabinet ministers and 
Superior Court judges 

Whereas the I-Index was used to measure the influence of the elite 
formation institutions, the XE-Index seeks to measure the exclusivity 
of those institutions. From Table 3, we can see that the XE-Index for 
cabinet ministers was 0.9633, while the comparable score for superior 
court judges was 0.9646. 
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6 https://assets.gov.ie/129346/de6f5f01-b86b-4503-b5a6-c8da4d78dfa7.xlsx 
7 https://assets.gov.ie/129346/de6f5f01-b86b-4503-b5a6-c8da4d78dfa7.xlsx

Table 3: Exclusiveness indices for the secondary school system 
supplying cabinet ministers and senior judges  

                                                                                                          XE-Index  
Cabinet ministers                                                                         0.9633 
Superior Court judges                                                                 0.9646  

 
The secondary school system was just a little more exclusive in 
supplying superior court judges than cabinet ministers between 1922 
and 2022. What exactly accounts for this very slightly higher exclusivity 
– be it hereditary, meritocratic or some mixture of the two – is 
something that warrants future investigation, but is outside the scope 
of this paper. The XE-Index shows that while the secondary school 
system is a little less exclusive in producing cabinet ministers than in 
producing superior court judges, this difference is very minor despite 
positions in the executive branch being contingent upon regularly held 
elections.  

 

Other observations  

Although there are 731 secondary schools in the country,6 only 55 
supplied superior court judges and 118 supplied cabinet ministers 
between 1922 and 2022. 74 per cent of the senior judiciary in our data 
were educated in fee-paying schools; the comparable figure for cabinet 
ministers was 30 per cent. These percentages far exceed the average 
for the population at large, as fee-paying institutions account for only 
53 (7.25 per cent) of the country’s 731 secondary schools,7 and only 6.8 
per cent of all secondary school pupils (McCarthaigh, 2020). 
Graduates of such fee-paying schools are clearly overrepresented in 
both of the branches of government examined here.  

Of the top 10 secondary schools supplying the superior court judges 
in our data, which account for 75 (60 per cent) of the 126 superior 
court appointments we were able to examine (see Appendix B and 
linked data set), 9 were fee-paying schools. In terms of the executive, 
the top 10 secondary schools supplying ministers accounted for only 44 
(25 per cent) of all appointments over the century (see Appendix A 
and linked data set), and 5 of these schools were fee-paying. Fee-
paying schools, in particular, seem central to the production of the 
judicial elite (Courtois, 2020), and less so in the case of the executive.  
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8 https://assets.gov.ie/129346/de6f5f01-b86b-4503-b5a6-c8da4d78dfa7.xlsx

From the Appendices we can see that Clongowes Wood, 
Castleknock College and Blackrock College appeared in the list of the 
top 10 schools supplying both ministers and superior court judges in 
our samples, with Clongowes Wood being first for both ministers and 
judges. However, in terms of the education of cabinet ministers, the 
O’Connell School, a free secondary school located in north inner city 
Dublin, is ranked second, educating 7 cabinet ministers over the 
century, 2 of whom were the Taoisigh John A. Costello and Séan 
Lemass.  

The average Irish secondary school comprises 518 students.8 The 
average number of students in the secondary schools attended by the 
senior judges examined here was 496, while it was 535 for the schools 
attended by the cabinet ministers. The benefits of smaller schools, and 
perhaps smaller class sizes on average, include possibly improved 
student attitudes and behaviours, a sense of belonging, the improved 
quality of the curriculum and increased student achievement (Taylor, 
2009). 

 

Discussion  

A concern that often raises its head when elite formation systems are 
found to be concentrated, especially through a high level of influence 
in formation institutions, is the danger that the elite will have a greater 
tendency to suffer from groupthink (Janis, 1983). The mere similarity 
in the formation experience of an elite may mean that the elite lacks 
the richness of ideas that greater diversity might bring. When the 
influence (I-Index) is high, as was the case with judges relative to 
cabinet ministers, then there is a concern that important decisions may 
be made with an overly restricted viewpoint (formed by relatively few 
institutions, in this case secondary schools) – as there will be a lack of 
diversity amongst those making the decisions (Axelrod, 2015; Power et 
al., 2013). Though, there is the advantage that judges form a coherent 
group that can rely on commonality of background to communicate 
with each other. In the case of the judiciary a commonality of 
background may help their independence and promote a culture that 
might mitigate against political fads and fashions. O’Donnell’s (2019) 
work on Ireland’s relatively low imprisonment rates may cast more 
light on this. Whether the Irish judiciary gain enough commonality in 
background in their legal training, or if their shared secondary 
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schooling is positive overall, is an interesting question. Our work  
in clarifying the existence and extent of the concentration of  
the superior court judge elite formation system might alert  
those concerned to the literature on groupthink, polythink, and  
their management and complications (for example, Mintz & 
Schneiderman, 2018). 

Another concern with concentrated elite formation systems, more 
associated with the exclusiveness of the system, is that elites may be 
biased in making their decisions in favour of the groups included and 
against those excluded. Our research shows that the exclusiveness of 
the elite formation system was slightly higher for Irish judges than for 
Irish cabinet ministers, and we know from previous research that these 
are both lower than the exclusiveness of the elite formation index for 
British cabinet ministers (O’Rourke et al., 2015). This does not mean 
that we can rule out such problems, given that the exclusionary nature 
of the British cabinet formation system is thought to be world-beating. 
However, on at least one dimension of bias, analysis of Irish Supreme 
Court decisions does not show any evidence of partisanship, a problem 
which bedevils the US (Elgie et al., 2018). Neitz (2013) points to the 
dangers of socio-economic bias in judges, given their elevated socio-
economic societal position, which would be embedded further by 
exclusiveness in a formation system. Sentencing is one area where such 
a problem might show itself. Dempsey (2016) highlights how little is 
known about socio-economic bias in sentencing in Ireland, though 
legal scholars have not neglected the issue (Bacik et al., 1997). Given 
the extensive role of lower courts in sentencing, our work here can cast 
little direct light on that issue. However, as more research is published 
about Irish sentencing, our results may be relevant in understanding 
superior court guidance on sentencing, as well as understanding the 
role of socio-economic background in informing superior court judges 
on judgements with wider socio-economic significance. 

Our results show that there was a difference in the particular 
secondary schools that were most influential in the formation of the 
judges (for example, Clongowes Wood) and cabinet ministers 
(Dublin’s O’Connell School). This observation tells something about 
elites in different domains and in their formation – ‘how schools 
cultivate class solidarity across the various elite segments they bring 
together’ (Courtois, 2020, p. 176). However, as we have seen, in the 
case of the Irish political and judicial elites their formation has not 
been achieved by attending the same secondary schools. Of course, 
this negative answer turns us towards the need for other empirical 
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approaches, quantitative ones, possibly focused on higher education 
(perhaps using methods like Feeney et al., 2017), and qualitative ones 
focused on secondary schooling (such as those of Courtois, 2018).  

 

Conclusion 

This paper quantitatively examined the role of an elite formation 
system, the secondary school system, in the creation of societal elites – 
cabinet ministers and superior court judges, the executive and judicial 
branches of government – over a century. The influence, exclusiveness 
and eliteness of the secondary schools attended by the ministers and 
judges are compared and contrasted. Thus, using the constituent 
elements that equate to eliteness, we can see how each of the 
dimensions of eliteness varies between the secondary schools 
supplying ministers and those supplying judges. This direct 
quantitative comparability constitutes a major contribution to the 
literature on elites in Ireland, complementing the more embedded 
measurements of general elite formation and the thick descriptions of 
the processes of elite socialisation. 

Up to now, while we might have had the general impression that the 
secondary schools supplying ministers were less elite, influential and 
exclusive than those supplying the judiciary, this had never previously 
been quantitatively scrutinised for such clearly specified elite groups, 
in such a directly comparable fashion, covering such a long period. 
Consequently, the indices used here bring a level of transparency and 
facility in comparison to the topic that was previously absent, while at 
the same time not supplanting the relevance of qualitative contextual 
analysis where necessary.  

The eliteness of the secondary school system was much greater in 
the case of the judiciary than the executive, with the E-Index for the 
judiciary being 3.5 times that of cabinet ministers. The concentration 
of influence in the secondary schools supplying the judges was also far 
higher, with the I-Index being 3.5 times that for the schools supplying 
cabinet ministers. The high E- and I-Indices for the secondary schools 
suppling the superior court judges were also high in an international 
context when compared to the E- and I-Index scores for the secondary 
schools suppling cabinet ministers in the UK between 1937 and 2012, 
as set out by O’Rourke et al. (2015). This provides context for the Irish 
findings, given that UK public schools are well known for educating 
significant numbers of British cabinet ministers and prime ministers. 
Surprisingly, perhaps, given the fact that the average size of the 
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secondary schools attended by the members of the judiciary was 7 per 
cent smaller than those attended by cabinet ministers, the XE 
(exclusivity)-Index for the secondary schools supplying judges was only 
very slightly higher than that for the schools supplying ministers.  

Our research indicates that, over the century between 1922 and 
2022, only a small percentage of secondary schools, out of the total 
number of such institutions in the country, provided cabinet ministers 
or senior judges. Even fewer secondary schools provided more than 
one graduate to either the executive or superior judiciary. While 
private fee-paying secondary schools account for only 6.9 per cent of 
all secondary schools in the country, three-quarters of senior judges 
attended such institutions, in comparison to less than a third of cabinet 
ministers.  

As Vercesi (2022) points out, the recent literature on elites has 
turned its attention to the new political elites and the stability and 
change in their background characteristics. Ireland and other states 
formed in the twentieth century provide rich cases in which this could 
be explored – examining the degree to which the creation of a new 
state influenced the elite formation system might benefit from the 
approach used here. Clearly, those occupying cabinet positions in the 
newly independent Irish state in the 1920s were different from the 
previous elite, but many have argued that there was a continuance in 
ideology and key personnel (O’Rourke & Hogan, 2017). Daly (1994) 
points to how, although there was continuity in the Irish civil service, 
the British practice of recruiting the upper echelons from particular 
universities was replaced by more internal promotion, resulting not 
only in a gradual change in elite civil servants but in a distancing of the 
Irish civil servants from Irish universities. The relevance of such 
questions continues as the subtleties of social reproduction are 
revealed, often as unintended side-effects of other policies (Kester, 
2017).  
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