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1. The end of an era
1.1. Sinn Féin in Northern Ireland and in the Republic of Ireland
1.2. Gerry Adams, Martin McGuinness and the legacy of the past

2. The perfect candidates for the new leadership
2.1. The criteria
2.2. Mary Lou McDonald and Michelle O’Neill
2.2. Elections with one candidate

3. A successful strategy?
3.1. Electoral campaigns and results
3.2. Controversies

Conclusion

In 2018, women were at the fore front of the polit ical land scape in the
Brit ish Isles. Theresa May was Prime Min is ter of the United King dom,
and leader of the Con ser vat ive Party; Nic ola Stur geon was First Min‐ 
is ter of Scot land, and leader of the Scot tish Na tional Party; Ar lene
Foster was First Min is ter of North ern Ire land, and leader of the
Demo cratic Uni on ist Party. She shared polit ical power with Michelle
O’Neill, Deputy First Min is ter of North ern Ire land, and deputy leader
of Sinn Féin. Mary Lou Mc Don ald was the new leader of Sinn Féin.
The situ ation was ex cep tional in Ire land, where ex ec ut ive po s i tions
had tra di tion ally been oc cu pied by men. 2018 was a pivotal year for
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Sinn Féin, as after the death of the former North ern Irish Deputy First
Min is ter, Mar tin McGuin ness, Gerry Adams stepped down from his
role as leader of Sinn Féin after 35 years. Sinn Féin entered a new era
il lus trated by a rebrand ing and a mod ern isa tion of the party.

The present chapter is not a por trayal of Mary Lou Mc Don ald 1 and
Michelle O’Neill. Nor is it a study of women in Irish polit ics. This
paper ex plores the ac tual con tri bu tion of fe male lead er ship in
rebrand ing Sinn Féin. It will first as sess the need for rebrand ing the
party and en ter ing a new era be fore fo cus ing on the cri teria that led
to se lect ing Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill as new lead ers
of Sinn Féin. The last sec tion will ex am ine the evol u tion of the party
since 2018 in order to de term ine whether the women rebrand ing the
party were suc cess ful.

2

1. The end of an era
Sinn Féin’s need for rebrand ing is linked to the evol u tion of the party
in North ern Ire land and in the Re pub lic of Ire land. This evol u tion led
to the end of an era, which was in ex tric ably linked to the shad owy
image of the lead er ship of Gerry Adams and Mar tin McGuin ness. 2

3

1.1. Sinn Féin in North ern Ire land and in
the Re pub lic of Ire land
The his tory of Sinn Féin in Ire land is long, tor tu ous, and made up of
many di vi sions and rami fic a tions. This polit ical party has evolved at
the same pace as the is land and each land mark in the his tory of Ire‐ 
land was also a land mark for the party. As a res ult, des pite a single
lead er ship and a pres ence through out Ire land, Sinn Féin in North ern
Ire land and Sinn Féin in the Re pub lic of Ire land have a vari able image
among voters and an un equal rep res ent a tion in gov ern ment in sti tu‐ 
tions. Sinn Féin was a major polit ical party in the first quarter of the
20 cen tury, then be came an out cast dur ing the last quarter of that
cen tury and came back on the scene as a le git im ate party in the 21
cen tury.

4

th 

st

Sinn Féin was foun ded in 1905. After the Easter Rising, the party be‐ 
nefited from a strong sup port in Ire land: in the 1918 Gen eral Elec tion,
Sinn Féin won 73 of Ire land’s 105 seats, and in Janu ary 1919, its MPs
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as sembled in Dub lin and pro claimed Dáil Éireann: the Irish As sembly.
At the be gin ning of the 1920s, a new era star ted for Sinn Féin after
the Irish War of In de pend ence and the Civil War and led, over the
years, to a trans form a tion of the ori ginal party. Fur ther di vi sions led
to the ab sten tion ist party today known as Sinn Féin. This party sup‐ 
por ted the IRA’s mil it ary – more than polit ical – ac tions es pe cially in
the 1960s and in the 1970s. In the 1980s, Sinn Féin and the IRA were
con sidered as one single en tity and the same enemy to be fought.

In the 1990s, by mak ing their strategies and dis course evolve, Sinn
Féin mem bers man aged to im pose them selves as le git im ate ne go ti at‐ 
ors of the peace pro cess and of the peace agree ment that of fi cially
put an end to the con flict in North ern Ire land in 1998 (Mail lot 2014).
After a steady growth in North ern Ire land, Sinn Féin even man aged to
be come, in 2003, the lead ing pro- reunification party, re leg at ing the
So cial Demo cratic and La bour Party (SDLP) to the second po s i tion.
Since 2007, Sinn Féin has been in gov ern ment in North ern Ire land
through power- sharing at Stor mont. Sinn Féin’s po s i tion as a dom in‐ 
ant party has been un chal lenged: it ranked first dur ing the 2009, 2014
and 2019 European elec tions, and be nefited from a rise in the num ber
of first pref er ence votes in the local elec tions. They cu mu lated
151,000 votes of first pref er ence in 2014, and 157,000 in 2019. Whereas
the num ber of Sinn Féin coun cil lors re mained the same (105), this
res ult was con sidered as a vic tory not ably be cause the main uni on ist
parties (the Demo cratic Uni on ist Party and the Ul ster Uni on ist party)
and the SDLP lost re spect ively 8, 13 and 7 seats in the same elec tions.
Sinn Féin even broke re cords in West min ster, se cur ing 7 MPs since
2017 (Mat thews / Whit ing 2022� 224-242).

6

The rise of Sinn Féin in the Re pub lic of Ire land was slower. When they
star ted push ing can did ates for the Dáil in Dub lin in the late 1980s,
they were seen as a “hard line fringe group” with strong con nec tions
to the IRA, to which many voters had “moral ob jec tions”: not only was
Sinn Féin con sidered as the polit ical branch of the IRA, ready to sup‐ 
port vi ol ence, but many also felt that they were fo cused only on the
re uni fic a tion of Ire land, without hav ing much more to offer (Fenton
2020).

7

It was not until 2002 that Sinn Féin man aged to gain a real polit ical
sup port among the voters, as it be came the fourth polit ical party in
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the Re pub lic of Ire land. In deed, in 1997, 45,000 voters gave their first
pref er ence vote to Sinn Féin – which gran ted the party one seat in
the Dáil –; this fig ure rose to 121,000 in 2002, and doubled by 2011,
with 220,000 votes and 14 seats out of 166.

Pat terns of voters in North ern Ire land and in the Re pub lic of Ire land
are key to un der stand con trast ing trends. If Sinn Féin is present both
North and South of the bor der, at ti tudes di verge sharply to wards the
party. In the Re pub lic of Ire land, the polit ical land scape has been
dom in ated by Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael since the 1920s, whereas in
North ern Ire land the main polit ical parties em body two con front ing
com munit ies – a uni on ist com munity on the one side, and a pro- 
reunification com munity on the other side –, which put the re uni fic‐ 
a tion of Ire land at the heart of polit ics. It is not the case in the Re‐ 
pub lic of Ire land. Those who fought, whether with vi ol ence or
through the bal lot box, be ne fit from a sub stan tial sup port in the
North, whereas the al leged his tor ical ties between Sinn Féin and the
IRA are con sidered as an elect oral han di cap in the South (Mat thews
and Whit ing 2022).

9

1.2. Gerry Adams, Mar tin McGuin ness
and the leg acy of the past

Since the 1980s, Sinn Féin has rarely been men tioned without re fer‐ 
ring to the IRA and to the two men who em bod ied the party: Gerry
Adams and Mar tin McGuin ness (Gal let 2021� 103). Un deni ably, there
also lays the reason why today's Sinn Féin needs a rebrand ing to
change this image.

10

Gerry Adams, who was Pres id ent of Sinn Féin for al most 35 years, is
one of the most re cog nis able and con tro ver sial fig ures in Irish polit‐ 
ics: “the Man we Love to Hate” 3 in Bri tain. Born in 1948 in Bel fast,
Gerry Adams was soon in volved in the re pub lican move ment and im‐ 
prisoned twice in the 1970s. Often re ferred to as the mas ter mind of
the move ment, he is also re cog nised as the man who man aged to lead
Sinn Féin away from the status of a pariah sup port ing the vi ol ent
cam paigns of the IRA, to the status of a key ne go ti ator of the peace
pro cess and a le git im ate polit ical party. In deed, he is re membered as
the one who entered into talks, to gether with the more mod er ate
SDLP, with the Brit ish and Irish gov ern ments in order to pave the way

11
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for peace. Para dox ic ally, at the same time, he was of fi cially con‐ 
sidered as a ter ror ist and, as such, his voice was cen sored in the wake
of the Broad cast ing Ban. Im ple men ted in 1988, the Broad cast ing Ban
aimed at de priving the ter ror ist from “the oxy gen of pub li city” 4 by
ban ning the broad cast ing of voices of the mem bers or sym path isers
of el even or gan isa tions. The list in cluded nine loy al ist and re pub lican
para mil it ary or gan isa tions con sidered as ter ror ist by the Pre ven tion
of Ter ror ism Act of 1984 and the North ern Ire land (Emer gency Pro vi‐ 
sions) Act of 1978, plus two polit ical parties, namely Sinn Féin and Re‐ 
pub lican Sinn Féin (Gal let 2022).

In ter est ingly, Gerry Adams is het ero gen eously de pic ted in Ire land
and abroad. In spite of being con sidered as an icon of Irish re pub lic‐ 
an ism, Gerry Adams never man aged to get rid of con tro ver sial as‐
pects of his past, which were con stantly high lighted by polit ical op‐ 
pon ents, es pe cially in the Re pub lic of Ire land. This, soon, proved to be
con sidered as a real im ped i ment for voters who would ad here to the
party’s aims but not to the man who would sup port them. Gerry
Adams has con sist ently denied ever being a mem ber of the IRA, but it
was often claimed that he had been an act ive ser vice mem ber in West
Bel fast and that he was chief of staff at the end of the 1970s, at the
height of the IRA’s vi ol ent cam paign (O’Hal loran 2017� 127). Over the
last years, dif fer ent con tro ver sies did not help mit ig ate this feel ing.
They in cluded scan dals within his own fam ily as well as al leg a tions
that Gerry Adams, being a senior IRA mem ber, would have ordered
the murder and burial of Jean Mc Con ville in 1972, for which he was
ar res ted in 2014 and re leased without charges after four days.

12

In North ern Ire land, Gerry Adams is al ways rep res en ted as a shad owy
fig ure. In films about the con flict in North ern Ire land, in which he is
an un avoid able char ac ter, he is the man who pulls the strings of
peace and war, a man whose lines are al ways blurry. Gerry Adams ap‐ 
pears more as a man of the shad ows who hides be hind his long hair,
his beard and his tin ted glasses. He is rep res en ted as ex tremely dif fi‐ 
cult to meet and he is usu ally staged in a dark, win dow less room,
mak ing it hard to identify him.

13

This image con trasts sharply with the one of the man who was in‐ 
vited to the White House by Bill Clin ton in the 1990s, while broad‐ 
cast ing his voice was for bid den in Bri tain; the wan who at ten ded in

14
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2011 to pro mote the res ol u tion of con flict in the Basque Coun try
(Mail lot 2005� 1-12), and the man who formed part of the guard of
hon our for Nel son Man dela when the lat ter died in 2013.

As Sinn Féin lead er ship was in North ern Ire land, a strategy aimed at
trans fer ring powers to the South; Gerry Adams ran for a Teachta Dála
(TD) seat in the Dáil, after hav ing been elec ted as an MP for Bel fast
West between 1983 and 2010 (ex cept between 1992 and 1997). He was
elec ted TD twice in a row between 2011 and 2020, for Louth con stitu‐ 
ency. He did not stand for re- election to his seat in the Dáil.

15

An other key polit ical fig ure who em bod ied Sinn Féin was Mar tin
McGuin ness, whose por trayal in Irish polit ics was partly dif fer ent.
Mar tin McGuin ness was born in (Lon don)Derry 5 and, just like Gerry
Adams, he man aged to move from being iden ti fied as a ter ror ist to
being con sidered as a key ne go ti ator of the peace pro cess and as a le‐ 
git im ate politi cian in North ern Ire land. Im prisoned in 1973 for six
months, be cause he was in volved in Pro vi sional IRA activ ity, he was
then elec ted as a mem ber of the North ern Ire land As sembly in Stor‐ 
mont in 1982. In an un fam ous con tro ver sial TV pro gramme broad cast
in 1994, “Real Lives: At the Edge of the Union”, 6 he ap peared as a
“nor mal” politi cian, show ing his daily life with wife and chil dren –
which was deemed un ac cept able due to his pre vi ous in volve ment in
para mil it ary activ it ies -(Leap man 1996� 96-117; But ler 1995� 76-77). 7

Mar tin McGuin ness be came the Sinn Féin chief ne go ti ator of the
peace pro cess and of the Bel fast Agree ment. Un like Gerry Adams, he
ac know ledged his activ ity in the Pro vi sional IRA dur ing the con flict,
which cer tainly con trib uted to his polit ical ca reer at Stor mont. In‐ 
deed, his re cord as a leader of the Irish Re pub lican Army and later as
a peace maker and con cili ator, proved a strong vote- winning com bin‐ 
a tion in North ern Ire land. On the one hand, the Derry man’s repu ta‐ 
tion as an IRA act iv ist was re as sur ing to those with a sim ilar back‐ 
ground and re tain ing doubts about the peace pro cess. On the other
hand, his re la tion ship with Ian Pais ley, a con tro ver sial uni on ist leader,
with whom he shared the ex ec ut ive in Stor mont, con trib uted to get
sup port from mod er ate pro- reunification voters (Faith 2018� 208). He
is also re membered as the one who shook the hand of Queen Eliza‐ 
beth II, which was con sidered as a major step to wards re con cili ation.

16
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Mar tin McGuin ness was Min is ter of Edu ca tion between 1999 and
2002, and Deputy First Min is ter of North ern Ire land between 2007
and 2017. He even ran for Pres id ent of the Re pub lic of Ire land in 2011.
But he resigned on grounds of ill- health – also at a time when Stor‐ 
mont was fa cing ad di tional crises – and died just a few weeks later, in
March 2017. It was a ser i ous set back for Sinn Féin, which pos sibly led
the lead er ship of the party to re shuffle the cards and look for a new
strategy.

17

In spite of a steady growth of voters in North ern Ire land and in the
Re pub lic of Ire land, Sinn Féin faced some kind of dead lock and
needed rebrand ing in order to im prove Sinn Féin’s elect oral chances
in the Re pub lic but also to mark a shift that would sever the lead er‐ 
ship’s last link with re pub lican vi ol ence. In Novem ber 2017, Gerry
Adams an nounced his de cision to re tire after 34 years as Pres id ent of
Sinn Féin. New elec tions were planned for the be gin ning of 2018.
Thus, it was ne ces sary to rebrand and mod ern ise Sinn Féin in order
to start a new era with a new lead er ship.

18

2. The per fect can did ates for the
new lead er ship
Rebrand ing and mod ern ising Sinn Féin was not an easy task, es pe‐ 
cially after Gerry Adams’ era as Pres id ent of Sinn Féin. The per fect
can did ates for the new lead er ship had to match a series of cri teria.
Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill were the only nom in ees
when the new lead er ship was elec ted.

19

2.1. The cri teria
Mul tiple cri teria had to be con sidered to find the per fect match.20

First of all, a gen er a tional shift was needed: younger can did ates who
would be able to at tract younger voters. Stra tegic ally, the lead er ship
had to be rep res ent at ive of both sides of the bor der, with a Pres id ent
in the Re pub lic of Ire land and a Deputy or Vice- President in North ern
Ire land in order to rep res ent the spe cificit ies of the voters. In North‐ 
ern Ire land, choos ing someone with no link at all with the re pub lican
move ment would have been risky as people (dir ectly im pacted or in ‐

21
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volved in the con flict) needed to be un der stood. At the same time,
someone with a clean re cord was ne ces sary. This would im me di ately
rule out people like Gerry Kelly, a loyal mem ber of the inner circle of
Gerry Adams. In deed, Gerry Kelly’s past would have im me di ately re‐ 
sur faced and been an easy ar gu ment for the party’s op pon ents. In the
Re pub lic of Ire land, a clean re cord was man dat ory as any link with
the vi ol ent con flict in North ern Ire land was a power ful leit motiv in
cri ti cisms com ing from the polit ical op pon ents as well as from the
voters who felt re luct ant to cast their vote for a former vi ol ent act iv‐ 
ist. Non ethe less, it was im port ant that the new lead er ship should
stick to the polit ical line of the party and should not neg ate its past:
dur ing the con flict, there was no al tern at ive to vi ol ence; after the
Bel fast Agree ment, each act of vi ol ence had to be con demned.

An other cri terion was linked to the so cial back ground in 2017 and the
Irish polit ical agenda at that time. In deed, ban ning abor tion in Ire land
was being de bated and a ref er en dum was to take place in May 2018,
aim ing at re peal ing the Eighth Amend ment of the Con sti tu tion.
Women’s rights were at the heart of a major polit ical de bate. Sinn
Féin, des pite count ing prom in ent fig ures amongst its ranks, was
labeled a mas cu line party and tra di tion ally struggled to get sup port
from women (Mo lin ari 2020� 77-99; Mat thews and Whit ing 2022).
Thus, se lect ing women for the new lead er ship would in crease the
pro gress ive stance of Sinn Féin. In ad di tion to being in clus ive and
pro gress ive, this bet on women would fur ther align the party’s
agenda, pro mot ing wider equal ity – “Ire land of Equals” 8 –, as well as
the Women Peace and Se cur ity Agenda of the United Na tions. 9

22

Above all, women could drastic ally change the image of Sinn Féin. In‐ 
deed, gendered ste reo types help un der stand why women are often
called to soften the image of war or of a vi ol ent past. Tra di tional roles
as sign women a role of uni fi ers, nur tur ers, nurses of the woes (Dona‐ 
tella, 2013). It has also been ar gued that, in some post- conflict cases,
fe male lead ers could be per ceived as “polit ical out siders un tain ted by
cor rup tion or abuse of power” (Jalalzai 2008� 212). The ar gu ment that
such a choice could rep res ent a break with a past dom in ated by men
and lead to provide the party with a softer image seems quite con vin‐ 
cing. It is even more con vin cing when we have closer look at the
pres ence of women in North ern Irish polit ics. Fe male party lead ers
were not some thing new in North ern Ire land 10: the first fe male lead ‐

23
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ers of the Uni on ist Party of North ern Ire land, of the Pro gress ive Uni‐
on ist Party and of the Green Party North ern Ire land were re spect‐ 
ively Anne Dick son (from 1976 to 1981), Dawn Pur vis (in 2007) and
Clare Bailey (in 2018). Bar on ess Ritchie of Down patrick was leader of
the SDLP from 2010 to 2011. First elec ted as an MLA in 2003, Naomi
Long be came the first fe male leader of the Al li ance Party in 2016. This
is not to men tion Ar lene Foster, leader of the DUP, and First Min is ter
of North ern Ire land, between 2015 and 2021. Last but not least, Sinn
Féin had already been led by a woman, Mary Buckley, who was Pres‐ 
id ent of the party between 1937 and 1950.

But the same ar gu ment should also be mit ig ated es pe cially in the 21
cen tury and even more in the United King dom where women, pre‐ 
cisely at that time, were em powered with prom in ent roles. In 2018,
ad di tion ally to Ar lene Foster being First Min is ter of North ern Ire land,
Theresa May was Brit ish Prime Min is ter and Nic ola Stur geon First
Min is ter of Scot land.

24 st

2.2. Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle
O’Neill

The per fect matches in order to pur sue the rebrand ing of Sinn Féin
were found in Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill, who ticked
all the boxes. As Shane Ross put it:

25

Mary Lou Mc Don ald never wore a balaclava. She never pulled a trig‐ 
ger. She never planted a bomb. She has never even been in prison. In‐ 
deed, it is un likely that she has ever in curred as much as a speed ing
fine (Ross 2022� In tro duc tion).

26

Mary Lou Mc Don ald is one gen er a tion younger than Gerry Adams.
She is a Dublin- born, well- educated woman, whose polit ical le git im‐ 
acy could not be denied by the party’s op pon ents. Mary Lou Mc Don‐ 
ald was raised in a middle- class fam ily, in the south side of Dub lin.
She was edu cated in Trin ity Col lege, Dub lin, the Uni ver sity of Lim er‐ 
ick and Dub lin City Uni ver sity, where she stud ied Eng lish Lit er at ure,
European In teg ra tion Stud ies and Human Re source Man age ment. As
for her link with con flicts in Ire land, it dated back to Easter Rising
and the sub sequent death of a great uncle. She had no dir ect as so ci‐ 
ation with the IRA or its armed cam paign dur ing the con flict in

27
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North ern Ire land, but could refer to a link with the ori ginal re pub‐ 
lican move ment. In her early polit ical ca reer, she cam paigned for
Fianna Fáil, be fore con sid er ing that a united Ire land was a pri or ity.
She was the first Sinn Féin MEP for Dub lin from 2004 to 2009 and
dur ing her time in the European Par lia ment she was a mem ber of the
Em ploy ment and So cial Af fairs com mit tee. 11 Mary Lou Mc Don ald was
elec ted to the Dáil in 2011 and re- elected in 2016 and in 2020. 12 Be‐ 
fore be com ing leader of Sinn Féin, she had been Deputy Leader of the
party since 2009. She stood in stark con trast to Gerry Adams: she
rep res en ted a new face and, as a strong ad voc ate for women’s rights,
could gain more main stream ap peal par tic u larly among fe male and
middle- class voters.

As for Michelle O’Neill, she was a per fect fit for rebrand ing Sinn Féin
in North ern Ire land. Mary Lou Mc Don ald’s pro file would have been
less con vin cing in North ern Ire land, not ably be cause of her so cial and
polit ical back ground. Michelle O’Neill could not ably boast strong re‐ 
pub lican roots while hav ing no IRA re cord.
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Michelle O’Neill, born Doris, in the Re pub lic of Ire land, was raised in
North ern Ire land in a working- class re pub lican fam ily. Her father was
an IRA pris oner, one of her uncles headed the Irish North ern Aid
Com mit tee (No raid) that raised funds for the IRA in the US and two of
her cous ins, who were part of the IRA, were shot by se cur ity forces,
one fatally. After the 1998 Bel fast Agree ment, Michelle O’Neill’s father
was elec ted to Dun gan non bor ough coun cil. An act iv ist since her
teens, she fol lowed his path, won his seat in 2005 after he stepped
down and even be came mayor. Mean while, Mar tin McGuin ness and
Francie Mol loy, a Sinn Féin MLA, se lec ted her to run for the As sembly
in 2007, and she won a seat at Stor mont (Mid Ul ster). When Mar tin
McGuin ness died in 2017, Sinn Féin pre ferred O’Neill over more
senior mem bers to lead the party and serve as Deputy First Min is ter,
as part of a strategy to pro mote younger faces with no dir ect ties to
IRA vi ol ence. Michelle O’Neill be longs to the post- conflict gen er a tion
of pro- reunification sym path isers and act iv ists, most of whom see
polit ics, rather than para mil it ary activ ity, as the way for ward. O’Neill’s
easy smile and un pre ten tious image have made her an asset for the
party. She has hon oured com batants while preach ing a mes sage that
con flict is firmly in the past. Also, when she be came Min is ter of
Health fol low ing the 2016 elec tion, one of her first de cisions was to
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re peal the ban pre vent ing gay and bi sexual men from donat ing blood
in North ern Ire land. Five years later, she ac cused the DUP and the Ul‐ 
ster Uni on ists of deny ing abor tion ser vices to women in North ern
Ire land (Mc Cam bridge 2022).

By choos ing younger women, in stead of men who had fought dur ing
the con flict, this new lead er ship could not be com pared to a mere
“chan ging of the guard” (Mori arty 2017). It rep res en ted not only a new
gen er a tion but also a lead er ship that was being passed “from the mil‐ 
it ary to the ci vil ian” (McIntyre 2017). The ques tion of gender was
prom in ent in se lect ing and present ing Mary Lou Mc Don ald and
Michelle O’Neill. In her ac cept ance speech, Mc Don ald ex claimed that
Sinn Féin was “prob ably the most ex em plary party when it comes to
girl power at this stage in Irish polit ics” (Roberts 2018). Also, in 2018,
in their first ad dresses as Leader and Deputy at Sinn Féin’s party con‐ 
fer ence, Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill ded ic ated sec tions
to “a new Ire land for women” and the event it self closed with Aretha
Frank lin’s song, “Sis ters are doing it for them selves” (Finn 2018).

30

2.2. Elec tions with one can did ate

Un doubtedly, such strategy was already in place when Gerry Adams
de livered his final ad dress as Sinn Féin Pres id ent and said: “We can‐ 
not have the free dom of Ire land without the free dom of women”
(McGee 2017).
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Gerry Adams had been Pres id ent of Sinn Féin for 34 years when he
an nounced he would resign. So, the party did not have much ex per i‐ 
ence of lead er ship elec tions. Non ethe less, on paper, Sinn Féin’s pro‐ 
ced ure for lead er ship se lec tion is in clus ive and de cent ral ised; there is
a low threshold for can did acy and se lec tion by del eg ates at con fer‐ 
ence (Mat thews and Whit ing 2022� 224). In the end, there was just
one nom inee for the po s i tion. And it ap pears that both can did ates –
Pres id ent and Deputy Pres id ent – had been care fully hand picked and
their elec tion or ches trated. The se lec tions of Mary Lou Mc Don ald
and Michelle O’Neill were presen ted by sev eral Sinn Féin of fi cials as
form ing part of “a 10-year pro ject of gen er a tional change”. 13 As men‐ 
tioned be fore, both can did ates had also been en dorsed by their pre‐ 
de cessors. Michelle O’Neill was a protégée of Mar tin McGuin ness,
and per son ally “re com men ded” by Gerry Adams (O’Con nor 2017),

32



Women Rebranding Sinn Féin (2018-2022)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

which she con firmed ex plain ing how “Mar tin and Gerry spoke to me
and asked me to take on the po s i tion” (Clif ford 2017).

Two ar gu ments re du cing the im pact of choos ing spe cific ally Mary
Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill were put for ward. On the one
hand, it was said that choos ing women was a risky choice and on the
other hand, whatever choice would be made, the new lead er ship
would not really pull the strings.
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The first ar gu ment was based on the idea that power- sharing or
more pre cisely the pres ence of Sinn Féin in West min ster, in spite of
its ab sten tion ist tra di tion, in Stor mont and in the Dáil, led to a dis‐ 
per sion of re spons ib il it ies (Jalalzai and Krook 2010� 5), and to dif fer‐ 
ent “nodes” of power (Beck with 2015� 718). Male polit ical lead ers
would be less re luct ant or more will ing to sup port a woman for party
leader (Mat thews and Whit ing 2022� 224). This is partly con vin cing. If
one can un der stand the ar gu ment that re spons ib il it ies could be put
into the hands of any one (man or woman) be cause that power would
be mit ig ated due to the pres ence of the party in dif fer ent set tings
(North ern Ire land and the Re pub lic of Ire land), the ar gu ment re mains
para dox ical when con sid er ing that Sinn Féin had been em bod ied, for
more than three dec ades by one man, Gerry Adams, or two, with
Mar tin McGuin ness. Yet, when dis cuss ing her ap point ment, O’Neill
stressed the im port ance of “col lect ive lead er ship” in Sinn Féin and
prom ised to work closely with other “lead ers” and senior mem bers in
the party (Breen 2017). This might have re as sured those with re ser va‐ 
tions about her ex per i ence and suit ab il ity for the role.
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Re gard ing the second ar gu ment, some au thors con sidered that Gerry
Adams would not loosen his in flu ence on Sinn Féin (Mc Don ald 2018)
and that he would im pose some cast- iron rule on his re place ment:
never neg at ing the le git im acy of the Pro vi sional IRA’s cam paign and
state that this cam paign was as le git im ate as the rebels’ fight of 1916.
Some voters feared that the new lead er ship would be just fig ure heads
with the party strings still pulled by “Sinn Féin hard liners” (Webber
2022). Deirdre Heenan, a so cial policy pro fessor at the Uni ver sity of
Ul ster, con firmed sus pi cions would en dure: “Sinn Féin will al ways
suf fer a ques tion of who is really in charge but they’re try ing to shake
off the image of the past.” Ac cused of “being a pup pet on a string”,
Mary Lou Mc Don ald answered it was:
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com pletely and utter non sense. And I have to say, and I hate — it’s
ter rible that I have to say this in the year 2022, but it needs to be said
—Sinn Féin is led by women. And there is just the smal lest amount of
dog whist ling, a kind of miso gyny or an as sump tion that women can’t
be in charge. So women can be in charge, and women are in charge
in Sinn Féin. 14

She then in sisted on the demo cratic struc tures of the party. Ahead of
her elec tion, she fam ously said: “Some of you have said to me 'you
have very big shoes to fill'. Well, the truth is that no one will ever fill
Gerry Adams's shoes. The truth is, my friends, I won't fill Gerry's
shoes. But the news is that I brought my own. So I will fill my
shoes.” 15
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Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill were the per fect can did ates
for rebrand ing Sinn Féin and start ing a new era. Five years on, we can
take stock of the situ ation and as sess whether this strategy was suc‐ 
cess ful.
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3. A suc cess ful strategy?
In order to as sess the role of women in Sinn Féin’s rebrand ing
strategy, we will focus on the elect oral cam paigns and res ults, be fore
ex amin ing some per sist ent con tro ver sies.

38

3.1. Elect oral cam paigns and res ults

If we ex am ine the res ults of the 2020 Irish Gen eral Elec tions and the
2022 North ern Ire land As sembly Elec tions, Sinn Féin is cur rently and
un doubtedly the first polit ical party in Ire land as, both in the Re pub lic
of Ire land and in North ern Ire land, it is the party that gen er ated the
most first pref er ence votes. Are these res ults a con sequence of the
fe male rebrand ing of the party? Even if, in the media, Sinn Féin’s vic‐ 
tor ies were as signed to Mary Lou Mc Don ald and to Michelle O’Neill,
the an swer is less sure. Most ana lyses tend to as sign these res ults to
stra tegic ally or ches trated cam paigns based on four prin ciples: focus
on “health” and “ac com mod a tion”; tar get younger people with a
strong pres ence on so cial media; re leg ate the ref er en dum on Irish
unity to a second plan; be com pas sion ate about the vic tims of the
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con flict in North ern Ire land, whatever their side, when asked about
the vi ol ent re pub lican move ment.

Sinn Féin’s elect oral suc cess lies more on the top ics and less on the
people. 16 Dur ing the cam paigns, both in the Re pub lic of Ire land and
in North ern Ire land, the stress was put on health and ac com mod a‐ 
tion, which are the top ics that ap peal to more voters. When people
were asked in the exit poll which issue was most im port ant to them
when de cid ing how to vote the day be fore, the re spond ents said:
“health” (32%), “hous ing/home less ness” (26%), “pen sion age” (8%),
“cli mate change” (6%) and “jobs” (6%). 17
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Sinn Féin cam paigns fo cused on top ics like health, ac com mod a tion,
women’s rights, same- sex mar riage, which un doubtedly se duced
younger gen er a tions, es pe cially dur ing a so cial crisis. Ac cord ing to
Mary Lou Mc Don ald:
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[…] we were talk ing about things like ac cess to health care when you
need it, things like rent that you can af ford. You know, basic, basic
things. We weren’t prom ising people a pipe dream of, you know, a life
of ex cess and ex tra vag ance. Far from it. We were say ing, in a mod ern,
you know, af flu ent so ci ety cit izens have rights. And cit izens need to
have ex pect a tions that the ba sics for a good and de cent life are met.
Not just for you and for your fam ily, but for those around you and the
com munity in which you live. 18

In North ern Ire land, Michelle O’Neill’s 2022 cam paign was de scribed
as “tightly dis cip lined”, tar get ing cent rist voters and fo cused on the
cost of liv ing and health care as op posed to a united Ire land. Ac cord‐ 
ing to Jonathan Tonge, a Uni ver sity of Liv er pool polit ics pro fessor,
“she has looked first min is terial. She has been per son able rather than
con front a tional”, avoid ing any con tro ver sial state ments that would
have taken away some votes (Car roll 2022). Also, when asked by The
Guard ian about be com ing the first pro- reunification leader of North‐ 
ern Ire land, Michelle O’Neill did not put for ward the ar gu ment of a
united Ire land nor that of a ref er en dum, stick ing to a need to “stand
up for every body” and “fix the health ser vice.” (Car roll 2022)
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Sinn Féin’s nar rat ive of change dom in ated both cam paigns, which
were par tic u larly vig or ous on so cial media (Kirsty and Suiter 2021�
113-134). This was part of a lar ger strategy aim ing at get ting more
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votes among the younger gen er a tions. In deed, the party has also
been quick to identify and pri or it ise other is sues af fect ing younger
people, most not ably Dub lin’s hous ing crisis. For in stance, Sinn Féin’s
hous ing spokes man, Eoin Ó Broin, an nounced dif fer ent policies in‐ 
clud ing a rent freeze. 19

Be sides, in Ire land, demo graphy is a key factor: younger gen er a tions
are an elect oral tar get. If older gen er a tions’ votes will be hard to
change, not ably due to what they saw and un der went in the past, the
vote of younger gen er a tions is the one that mat ters most. The res ults
of the elec tions both in North ern Ire land and in the Re pub lic of Ire‐ 
land con firm this as sump tion. In the 2020 Gen eral Elec tions, Sinn
Féin was the most pop u lar party among all age groups up to 65, the
party’s sup port being highest among 18-34 years old. Sinn Féin got al‐ 
most 32% sup port in this group, com pared to Fine Gael’s 15.5% and
Fianna Fáil’s 13.6% (and the Green Party’s 14.4%). Among 25-34 years- 
old, Sinn Féin reached 31.7%, com pared to 17.3% and 15.2% for Fine
Gael and Fianna Fáil. Among 35-64 years old, the three parties stalled
around 20% each, but Sinn Féin’s sup port dropped to 12.2% over 65
years old, an age cat egory in which Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael reached
30%. Voters now ap pear more con cerned about so cial justice and
hous ing than the party’s his tor ical con nec tions.
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How ever, Sinn Féin per form ance should be mit ig ated as most of the
party’s res ults between 2016 and 2020 sug ges ted sup port was de clin‐ 
ing in the Re pub lic of Ire land: a poor pres id en tial elec tion in 2018, the
loss of two of its three MEPs and the loss of nearly half of its coun cil‐ 
lors in 2019. Out of prudence, Sinn Féin de cided to run – only – 42
can did ates for a total of 160 seats. If it is clear that the party’s po s i‐ 
tion was se cured in most of these con stitu en cies, the res ult in other
places would be less pre dict able. 20
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In North ern Ire land, what most media con sidered as a vic tory of Sinn
Féin, was more a fail ure of the DUP. In deed, if one can not deny that
the num ber of first pref er ence votes rose for Sinn Féin (from 224,000
in 2017 to 250,000 in 2022), the num ber of seats in Stor mont re‐ 
mained the same. To put it dif fer ently, fol low ing the As sembly Elec‐ 
tions Michelle O’Neill should have be come First Min is ter (and not
Deputy First Min is ter any more) only be cause the DUP lost many
seats, not be cause Sinn Féin had won ad di tional seats. The party se ‐
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cured 27 seats in May’s As sembly elec tions, mak ing it the largest
party in the North for the first time in its his tory.

3.2. Con tro ver sies
Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill are also fa cing con tro ver‐ 
sies that bring them dir ectly back to the leg acy of Sinn Féin. Firstly,
they are ac cused of not de noun cing the re pub lican vi ol ence dur ing
the con flict in North ern Ire land. Secondly, the party is fa cing ac cus a‐ 
tions of bul ly ing within its own party. Both ar gu ments could po ten‐ 
tially bring them to a dead lock sim ilar to the one en countered by the
pre vi ous lead er ship.
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In North ern Ire land, Michelle O’Neill faced cri ti cism as soon as 2017,
as she hon oured IRA gun men as “great lads” (Webber 2022). Also, in
2020, a major con tro versy oc curred dur ing the pan demic when
Michelle O’Neill and Mary Lou Mc Don ald at ten ded the fu neral of
Bobby Storey, a prom in ent mem ber of the IRA. Their pres ence was
con tro ver sial for two reas ons: first of all, so cial dis tan cing was not re‐ 
spec ted at a time when Covid re stric tions were in force, so many ex‐ 
pec ted that pro sec u tions would fol low, which never happened. Then,
the fu neral was de scribed as a “para mil it ary parade”: those who car‐
ried out the coffin were re pub lican vet er ans dressed in tra di tional
out fit. This stance, con sist ent with Sinn Féin’s pre vi ous lead er ship to
never dis own the war but rep rim and each act of vi ol ence since the
Bel fast Agree ment, was con firmed in Au gust 2022, when Michelle
O’Neill stated: “I think at the time there was no al tern at ive, but now,
thank fully, we have an al tern at ive to con flict and that’s the Good Fri‐ 
day Agree ment”. (Car roll 2022) Mary Lou Mc Don ald was also cri ti‐ 
cised for not de noun cing ter ror ism strongly and at tend ing events
com mem or at ing former IRA mem bers (Tillett 2022).
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Secondly, Sinn Féin was ac cused of for cing women out. This ac cus a‐ 
tion res ul ted from the num ber of high- profile resig na tions of fe male
rep res ent at ives re gistered by the party, which was higher than
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael put to gether in the last two Dáil terms
(Moore 2022). This con trasts sharply with Mary Mc Don ald’s state‐ 
ment to the party ahead of her elec tion, that Sinn Féin was “prob ably
the most ex em plary party when it comes to girl power at this stage in
Irish polit ics”. 21 Ire land is the first coun try in the world to apply a le ‐
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gis lat ive gender quota under a single trans fer able vote sys tem. Since
2016, the quota has re quired parties to en sure that at least thirty per‐ 
cent of their can did ates run ning in the gen eral elec tion are women
(Keenan and Bren nan 2021� 606). Among the vari ous Dáil party
groups, the highest pro por tions of women are Sinn Féin (34%), rank‐ 
ing after the So cial Demo crats (67%) and the low est pro por tions are
within La bour (0%), Fianna Fáil (13%), Greens (17%), Fine Gael (17%),
and Solid ar ity–PBP (20 %). 22 Still, wide spread al leg a tions of bul ly ing
and in dis cip line are not new in the party, which have res ul ted in the
resig na tions of coun cil lors and one sen ator. 23

Con clu sion
Un doubtedly, a new era star ted in 2018 for Sinn Féin. Rebrand ing the
party con trib uted to se cure its po s i tion as a prot ag on ist in Ire land as
a whole. If passing the lead er ship on to women cer tainly con trib uted
to break with a leg acy image of former “ter ror ists” turned into “key
ad voc ates for peace”, it is hard to as sert that only women were crit‐ 
ical in this rebrand ing. Ac cord ing to most media, Sinn Féin’s elect oral
suc cess is only due to Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill. Pho‐ 
to graphs, smiles and a strong pres ence in the media in Ire land and
abroad re in force this ar gu ment. But Mary Lou Mc Don ald and
Michelle O’Neill were everything but new in Sinn Féin and in Irish
polit ics. Mary Lou Mc Don ald was a prom in ent MEP and TD, often ap‐ 
pear ing close to Gerry Adams. Michelle O’Neill had been part of the
re shuffle that had taken place after the res tor a tion of Stor mont As‐ 
sembly in 2007 and had, since then, oc cu pied po s i tions of Min is ter
for Ag ri cul ture and De vel op ment and Min is ter of Health.
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As soon as they be came Leader and Deputy Leader of Sinn Féin, not
only did the face of Sinn Féin change, but so did its nar rat ive. If a
united Ire land re mained the ul ti mate goal of the party, other top ics
entered the stage and caught the at ten tion of younger gen er a tions,
whose votes were cru cial in the last Gen eral and As sembly Elec tions.
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Ac tu ally, in spite of being the first polit ical party on the is land of Ire‐ 
land, Sinn Féin is still in a dead lock. In North ern Ire land, no ex ec ut ive
has been formed since the 2022 As sembly Elec tion, de priving
Michelle O’Neill from act ing as First Min is ter. In the Re pub lic of Ire‐ 
land, Sinn Féin was pre ven ted from form ing a gov ern ment and the
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English
In 1998, the Bel fast Agree ment put an of fi cial end to the con flict in North ern
Ire land. Twenty years later, a new era began for the Irish re pub lican move‐ 
ment. Gerry Adams and Mar tin McGuin ness put the lead er ship of Sinn Féin
into the hands of two women, Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill. As
Mar tin McGuin ness, the former North ern Irish Deputy First Min is ter,
passed away and Gerry Adams stepped down from his role as leader of Sinn
Féin after 35 years, some com ment at ors de nounced a polit ical va cuum
while oth ers fo cused on a po ten tial meta morph osis of the party.
This paper in vest ig ates how Mary Lou Mc Don ald and Michelle O’Neill
helped change the image of Sinn Féin and po s i tion it as the first polit ical
force both North and South of the Irish bor der.

Français
En 1998, l’Ac cord de Bel fast mit of fi ciel le ment un terme au conflit en Ir lande
du Nord. Vingt ans plus tard, une nou velle ère com men ça pour le mou ve‐ 
ment ré pu bli cain lorsque Gerry Adams et Mar tin Mc Guin ness pla cèrent la
pré si dence du Sinn Féin entre les mains de deux femmes : Mary Lou Mc Do‐ 
nald et Mi chelle O’Neill. Lors du décès de Mar tin Mc Guin ness, l’an cien vice- 
Premier mi nistre de l’Ir lande du Nord et de la dé mis sion de Gerry Adams
après 35 ans à la tête du parti, cer tains com men ta teurs évo quèrent un vide
po li tique tan dis que d’autres en vi sa geaient une mé ta mor phose po ten tielle
du parti.
Ce cha pitre ex plore la façon dont Mary Lou Mc Do nald et Mi chelle O’Neill
contri buèrent à chan ger l’image du Sinn Féin et à en faire la pre mière force
po li tique tant en Ir lande du Nord qu’en Ré pu blique d’Ir lande.
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