
Textes et contextes
ISSN : 1961-991X
 : Université Bourgogne Europe

18-2 | 2023 
The “crisis of political parties” in the British & Irish Isles

From Revolution to Conformity: The Rise
and Crisis of the Irish Labour Party, 1912-
2020
De la révolution au conformisme, l’essor et la crise du parti travailliste
irlandais, 1912-2020

Article publié le 15 décembre 2023.

Olivier Coquelin

http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4412

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecom

mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations, fichiers annexes
importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Olivier Coquelin, « From Revolution to Conformity: The Rise and Crisis of the Irish
Labour Party, 1912-2020 », Textes et contextes [], 18-2 | 2023, publié le 15
décembre 2023 et consulté le 05 avril 2026. Droits d'auteur : Le texte seul, hors
citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations, fichiers annexes importés) sont
susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.. URL :
http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4412

La revue Textes et contextes autorise et encourage le dépôt de ce pdf dans des
archives ouvertes.

PREO est une plateforme de diffusion voie diamant.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://preo.ube.fr/portail/
https://www.ouvrirlascience.fr/publication-dune-etude-sur-les-revues-diamant/


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.

From Revolution to Conformity: The Rise
and Crisis of the Irish Labour Party, 1912-
2020
De la révolution au conformisme, l’essor et la crise du parti travailliste
irlandais, 1912-2020

Textes et contextes

Article publié le 15 décembre 2023.

18-2 | 2023 
The “crisis of political parties” in the British & Irish Isles

Olivier Coquelin

http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4412

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecom

mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations, fichiers annexes
importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

1. Irish Labour: origins and role in the 1916-23 Revolution
2. Labour’s influence after the Revolution (1922-1965)
3. Vicissitudes and zeitgeist (1966-2020)

3.1. From leftward turn to electoral decline and upsurge (1966-92)
3.2. From stagnation to surge and steady decline (1990s-2010s)

Conclusion

Since its cre ation in 1922, the south ern Irish State has been polit ic ally
dis tinct from other West ern European coun tries, mainly through a
party sys tem com posed of two nationalist- inspired or gan isa tions,
Cu mann na nGaed heal/Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil, which can be ideo‐
lo gic ally placed either on the right or on the centre- right of the polit‐ 
ical spec trum (Weeks 2010�137-167). This sys tem, which tran scends
the tra di tional left- right di vide, was formed against a back ground of
es sen tially con sti tu tional ant ag on isms between sup port ers and op‐ 
pon ents of the Anglo- Irish Treaty of 1921. 1 How ever, the evol u tion of
this di vide over time did not really af fect the elect oral dom in ance of
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the coun try’s two main parties, which only began to be ques tioned
some what in the 2011 gen eral elec tion, when La bour as the lead ing
force on the left came second with 19.4% of the first pref er ence vote.
But, iron ic ally, La bour’s his toric per form ance has not been re peated
there after, and the party has even sunk elect or ally, achiev ing its low‐ 
est level of votes ever in the 2020 gen eral elec tion, far be hind Sinn
Féin which has there fore de throned it as the main left- wing or gan‐ 
isa tion in the Re pub lic of Ire land. 2 The crisis that La bour has been
ex per i en cing since 2020 is so deep that even the ques tion of its de‐ 
mise is being raised (Mc Mor row 2022).

This art icle will there fore ex plore why the Irish La bour Party was in a
po s i tion to exert some in flu ence on Irish polit ics only through
sporadic par ti cip a tion in co ali tion gov ern ments, led mainly by Fine
Gael, from the late 1940s. In doing so, the vari ous peri ods re flect ing
the party’s ideo lo gical shifts will be re viewed – from sup port for a re‐ 
volu tion ary agenda to a more tra di tional po s i tion in line with the
coun try’s dom in ant paradigms, and vice versa. Ul ti mately, the ques‐ 
tion will be whether these ideo lo gical shifts came too late to allow
La bour to chal lenge the polit ical order es tab lished since 1922, each of
them plunging the party into crisis and elect oral set back. But first, it
seems es sen tial to go back to the ori gins of the Irish La bour Party
and its role in the re volu tion ary period from 1916 to 1923.

2

1. Irish La bour: ori gins and role in
the 1916-23 Re volu tion
Like its Brit ish coun ter part, the Irish La bour Party, foun ded in 1912,
was the brainchild of the trade uni ons of the coun try’s main con fed‐ 
er a tion, the Irish Trade Union Con gress (ITUC), it self cre ated in 1894
by Irish uni ons that had pre vi ously been af fil i ated with the Brit ish
Trade Union Con gress – and which has been known as the Irish Con‐ 
gress of Trade Uni ons since 1959 (R. O’Brien 2014� 18).

3

The ques tion of polit ical rep res ent a tion of the work ing class arose
fairly quickly in the ranks of the ITUC, where there were four op pos‐ 
ing cur rents on the issue: the first be lieved that the trade uni ons
should not be in volved in polit ical af fairs under any cir cum stances; a
second ma jor ity group, sat is fied with the ac tion taken by the na tion‐
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al ist MPs of the Irish Par lia ment ary Party, con sidered the in volve ment
of work ers in polit ics as an obstacle to the proper march to wards
Home Rule, i.e., to wards the res tor a tion of the autonom ous par lia‐ 
ment of Dub lin, ab ol ished in 1801; a third group, from Bel fast, was in
fa vour of af fil i at ing the ITUC with the polit ical wing of Bri tain’s trade
uni ons, the Brit ish La bour Rep res ent a tion Com mit tee, which
changed its name to the La bour Party in 1906; and a fourth, largely
minor ity trend, in flu enced in par tic u lar by the sep ar at ists of the Irish
Re pub lican Broth er hood (IRB), 3 in sisted that the ITUC should es tab‐ 
lish its own polit ical ma chinery in order to sever all links with the
Brit ish la bour move ment. While, from 1903 to 1911, the ITUC of fi cially
re fused to sanc tion the cre ation of a work ers’ party, in de pend ent of
other polit ical or gan isa tions, it nev er the less al lowed af fil i ated uni ons
to field can did ates in local and gen eral elec tions (Boyle 1988� 221-233,
266-270, 278-293; Mitchell 1974� 17-24).

Mean while, James Lar kin’s not able ar rival in Ire land in 1907 had res ul‐ 
ted in the cre ation of the Irish Trans port and Gen eral Work ers’ Union
(ITGWU) two years later. This union (today known as the Ser vices, In‐ 
dus trial, Pro fes sional and Tech nical Union – SIPTU) joined the ITUC
in 1910 and from then on was in volved in the renov a tion and rad ic al‐ 
isa tion of the en tire Irish la bour move ment (ITGWU 1918� 5-8). This
was il lus trated primar ily by its un deni able con ver sion to the prin ciple
of the One Big Union, which aimed to or gan ise all work ers, no longer
in the same trade, but in the same in dustry – from the la bour ers to
the skilled work ers –, with each union then hav ing to band to gether
within a large single union (The Irish Worker 1912� 2).

5

In ad di tion, the ITGWU also ad voc ated polit ical ac tion for the work‐ 
ing class, through the La bour Party of Ire land, the cre ation of which
was en dorsed by the ITUC at its 1912 an nual meet ing, mo tiv ated in
this re spect by the pro spect of Irish self- government or Home Rule,
the res tor a tion of which was passed at West min ster the same year
and was due to be im ple men ted in 1914 (ITUC 1912� 45). This de sire to
launch an Irish work ers’ party, truly in de pend ent of other polit ical or‐ 
gan isa tions within the fu ture Par lia ment of Dub lin, was con firmed in
June 1914 when the ITUC re named it self the Irish Trade Union Con‐ 
gress and La bour Party (ITUCLP) (ITUC 1914� 20).
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How ever, the fail ure of the 1913 Dub lin Lock out 4 and of the 1916
Easter Rising, 5 which in volved lead ers of the Irish Re pub lican Broth‐ 
er hood (IRB), at the head of the most rad ical fringe of the na tion al ist
Irish Vo lun teers, 6 al lied with the Irish Cit izen Army, 7 a work ers’ mi li‐ 
tia led by James Con nolly – then leader of the ITGWU and an em in ent
so cial ist the or ist who was ex ecuted after the re bel lion –, threw the
Irish la bour move ment into dis ar ray and weakened it con sid er ably.
Yet, this did not dis cour age the union lead ers from seek ing to re‐ 
kindle the flame of trade uni on ism in Ire land. And in this pro cess of
re or gan ising the work ing class, they also ex pressed the wish, at the
1916 an nual meet ing, to re vive the polit ical ma chine of the la bour
move ment, em bod ied by the La bour Party, be liev ing that “the cir‐ 
cum stances of the time now com pel us to take ac tion or lose the
chance of as sum ing our right ful place in the polit ical life of this coun‐ 
try” (ITUCLP 1916� 32).

7

But, in order not to ali en ate the Prot est ant work ers of Ul ster, who fa‐ 
voured keep ing the is land within the United King dom, the trade
union lead ers avoided tak ing a clear stand on the ques tion of na tional
self- government or in de pend ence (Mitchell 1971� 318-319; O’Con nor
Lys aght 1983� 51). They also feared that the na tional cause would dis‐ 
tract the work ing class as a whole from their eco nomic and so cial
con cerns, in other words, that it would lead them to sup port en
masse a na tion al ist move ment – in this case Sinn Féin – dom in ated by
in di vidu als whose in terests did not al ways co in cide with their own
(Irish Opin ion 1918� 1). Hence, through out 1917 and 1918, they com mit‐ 
ted them selves to the elab or a tion of a real polit ical al tern at ive, likely
to bring to gether the whole of the Irish pro let ariat around the one
and only La bour Party. As a sym bol of this in creased politi cisa tion of
the trade union move ment, the del eg ates at the ITUC’s an nual meet‐ 
ing in Au gust 1918 re named their or gan iz a tion the Irish La bour Party
and Trade Union Con gress (ILP TUC). It was also at this meet ing that
the de cision was made to put for ward can did ates for the Decem ber
1918 gen eral elec tion. With this in mind, the la bour or gan isa tion even
drew up a so cial ist con sti tu tion, the ul ti mate aims of which in cluded:

8

To win for the work ers of Ire land, col lect ively, the own er ship and
con trol of the whole pro duce of their la bour; To se cure the demo ‐
cratic man age ment and con trol of all in dus tries and ser vices by the
whole body of work ers, manual and men tal, therein, in the in terest of
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the Na tion and sub ject to the su preme au thor ity of the Na tional Gov ‐
ern ment (ILP TUC 1918� 122).

Yet, quite un ex pec tedly, on Novem ber 1, the ILP TUC even tu ally de‐ 
cided to with draw from the Decem ber 1918 gen eral elec tion to Sinn
Féin “[…] in the hope that the demo cratic de mand for self- 
determination, to which the Irish La bour Party and its can did ates
give its un qual i fied ad her ence, will thereby ob tain the greatest
chance of ex pres sion at the polls” (The Voice of La bour 1918� 1). In
short, they were leav ing the con sti tu tional af fairs of the coun try to
Sinn Féin, so that La bour could de vote it self fully to pro mot ing its
agenda. But in a period of rising na tion al ism, could they af ford to re‐ 
leg ate the polit ical side of the Irish ques tion to the back ground and
then hope to oc cupy the “right ful place in the polit ical life of this
coun try” (ILP TUC 1916� 32)? On the other hand, if the trade uni ons af‐ 
fil i ated to the ILP TUC had been fully com mit ted to the na tional
struggle, would they have gained as much mem ber ship in the re volu‐ 
tion ary period, reach ing 300,000 mem bers in 1921 – 100,000 of them
in the Trans port Union? 8 This is in deed ques tion able.

9

Of course, the Irish uni ons did not live en tirely on the mar gins of the
Irish Re volu tion either. 9 They sporad ic ally sup por ted the na tional
cause through ac tions de signed to hinder the Brit ish war ef fort, such
as those car ried out by Irish dock ers and rail way work ers, with the
ap proval of their union lead er ships, from May to Decem ber 1920
(Town shend 1979� 265-282; Cos tello 191� 2-13). They also suc cess fully
called for a gen eral strike in April 1920 to protest against the treat‐ 
ment of Sinn Féin pris on ers at Mount joy Jail in Dub lin (W. O’Brien
1969� 190-192; O’Con nor 1992� 107-108). Later, the La bour lead er ship
would do everything pos sible, but to no avail, to pre vent the Civil War
from break ing out between sup port ers and op pon ents of the Decem‐ 
ber 1921 peace treaty, within the in de pend ence forces of Sinn Féin
and the Irish Re pub lican Army; and then to en sure that the Civil War
ended promptly after its out break in late June 1922 (W. O’Brien 1969�
219-221, 224-225; Mor ris sey SJ 2007� 202-203, 205-206; Mitchell 1974�
162-165; Greaves 1982� 312). By not fully in volving it self in the na tional
lib er a tion struggle in fa vour of strictly eco nomic ac tion, the la bour
move ment ser i ously com prom ised its chances, in the period to come,
of con quer ing both polit ical and eco nomic power, in order to es tab ‐
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lish the so cial ist work ers’ re pub lic it had been call ing for. Such a
strategy amoun ted, in a way, to main tain ing Sinn Féin’s polit ical su‐ 
prem acy, ac quired as of 1917 and strengthened after the 1918 gen eral
elec tion, 10 in par tic u lar through its new vic tory in the 1921 gen eral
elec tion, in which La bour once again fielded no can did ates (Far rell
1970� 477-502).

2. La bour’s in flu ence after the Re ‐
volu tion (1922-1965)
La bour’s re form ist and leg al istic at ti tude was to re main un changed
there after. It was re flec ted in the gradual aban don ment of the One
Big Union doc trine of James Lar kin and James Con nolly, in fa vour of
par lia ment ary and con sti tu tional ac tion. The cli max of this new
strategy was reached when the La bour Party am ic ably sep ar ated
from the ITUC, at a spe cial con ven tion in 1930. Once eman cip ated
from its his toric trade union part ner, while al low ing the uni ons to join
its ranks, La bour was able to de vote it self to is sues other than purely
socio- economic ones (Puirséil 2007� 31-33). But since most work ers –
whether uni on ised or not – hardly made the con nec tion between
their eman cip a tion as a class and the polit ical eman cip a tion of the
Irish na tion, many of them did not hes it ate to give their first vote to
one or other of the polit ical parties that had emerged from Sinn Féin
and there fore fought for their na tion al ist as pir a tions, Fine Gael and
Fianna Fáil, 11 much to the det ri ment of the La bour Party, though it
was sup posed to rep res ent their par tic u lar in terests in Dáil Éireann,
i.e. the na tional par lia ment of Ire land (Coquelin 2018� 483, 487).

11

Thus, as the main left- wing or gan isa tion in the south ern Irish State
(until the 2016 gen eral elec tion when it was su per seded by Sinn Féin),
La bour was only able to have some in flu ence on the coun try’s pub lic
policies through sporadic par ti cip a tion in co ali tion gov ern ments, led
mainly by Fine Gael, from the late 1940s. 12 Be fore that, how ever, the
re fusal of Sinn Féin’s anti- Treaty mem bers to sit in the Irish Par lia‐ 
ment, from 1922 to 1927, had en abled it, through its po s i tion as the
largest op pos i tion force in par lia ment, to focus gen eral at ten tion on
eco nomic and so cial is sues, which were more rel ev ant to its con‐ 
cerns. Tak ing ad vant age of the many strikes that took place in Ire land
from 1917 to 1922, the La bour Party sur pris ingly fin ished third in the
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June 1922 gen eral elec tion with 21.3% of the vote, just be hind the
anti- Treaty Sinn Féin led by Eamon de Valera, which ob tained 21.8%.
But the ad vent on the polit ical scene of a large num ber of anti- Treaty
Sinn Féiners, united in 1926 in a new party, Fianna Fáil, ended this in‐ 
ter lude and gave way to a new kind of ideo lo gical di vide over the na‐ 
tional ques tion, in which the La bour Party found it very dif fi cult to
as sert it self – des pite the pub lic a tion in 1931 of its pro gramme en‐ 
titled The Na tion, which was not aimed at the work ing class alone,
but at the na tion as a whole (Allen 1997� 32-33). The La bour Party
struggled all the more to as sert it self since, until 1936, it seemed dif fi‐ 
cult to dis tin guish it clearly from Fianna Fáil in terms of their re spect‐ 
ive socio- economic goals. Hence Eamon de Valera’s party was able to
rely on the crit ical sup port of La bour and a sec tion of the trade uni‐ 
ons be fore and after it took power in 1932 – which res ul ted, inter alia,
in the ad op tion of a num ber of so cial re forms, such as the Old Age
Pen sions Act and the re duc tion of the work ing week to 48 hours
(Mair 1977� 69).

The left- wing party, how ever, was soon under no il lu sions as to the
real motives of an in creas ingly less rad ical Fianna Fáil gov ern ment in
the socio- economic sphere. It is also true that the ten ets em braced
and put into prac tice by Fianna Fáil in the 1930s and 1940s were usu‐ 
ally as so ci ated with cer tain right- wing polit ical fam il ies. These in‐ 
cluded the per petu ation of order, hier archy and tra di tion through the
state and in ter me di ary bod ies such as the fam ily and the Church; a
pref er ence for rural so ci ety over the ma ter i al ism and im mor al ity of
the urban world; the cel eb ra tion of a glor i ous and myth ical past; the
de fence of private prop erty; the ex al ta tion of the na tion; class col lab‐ 
or a tion; and so on (Fer riter 2007� 102-103, 113, 279, 363-364; Fan ning
2015� 199-202; Marx 1990� 62-69, 113-135). 13 As a res ult, in 1936, La‐ 
bour draf ted a new con sti tu tion, which was over all more rad ical than
the pre vi ous one, and this, mainly with a view to stand ing out from
Fianna Fáil. In es sence, this doc u ment com mit ted the whole pro let‐ 
ariat to fight for the es tab lish ment of a “Work ers’ Re pub lic” that
would be es tab lished “on the prin ciples of so cial justice, sus tained by
demo cratic in sti tu tions and guar an tee ing civil and re li gious liberty
and equal op por tun it ies to achieve hap pi ness to all cit izens” (Quoted
in Puirséil 2016). The new con sti tu tion also ad voc ated the na tion al‐ 
isa tion of basic in dus tries, eco nomic plan ning, bet ter so cial ser vices,

13
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an over haul of the state bank ing sys tem, the dis mant ling of large
farms, and the pro mo tion of co oper at ive farm ing (Puirséil 2007� 39-
57).

This rad ical shift, which went against the grain of Cath olic so cial
thought, met with the wrath not only of the Cath olic Church but also
of the Irish Na tional Teach ers’ Or gan isa tion, a Labour- affiliated union
most of whose lead ers were de vout Cath ol ics. As a res ult, in 1939, the
party ex ec ut ive de cided to re vert to much more mod er ate po s i tions,
in clud ing chan ging the phrase “Work ers’ Re pub lic” to “re pub lican
form of gov ern ment” (Puirséil 2007� 61; O’Con nor 1992� 131-132). This
ca pit u la tion to cler ical pres sure high lighted a spirit that was less
doc trin aire than prag matic among most La bour lead ers. This prag‐ 
mat ism en cour aged them to spare the Cath olic Church so as not to
risk ali en at ing the many work ers and em ploy ees (whether uni on ised
or not) who were strongly in flu enced by its moral and so cial teach ing.
Added to this were two waves of anti- communist hys teria dur ing the
1930s, which urged La bour to tone down its rhet oric for fear of be‐ 
com ing one of their tar gets – par tic u larly at the time of the Span ish
Civil War, when a sig ni fic ant sec tion of the south ern Irish pop u la tion,
in clud ing mem bers of La bour, had sided with Franco, es sen tially for
re li gious reas ons (Puirséil 2007� 48-49, 57-58; Fer riter 2012� 100).

14

This cler ical pres sure would be ex per i enced again by La bour, in an
even more dra matic way, dur ing its first par ti cip a tion in a co ali tion
gov ern ment, from 1948 to 1951, in what be came known as the
“Browne af fair”. Dr. Noel Browne was the Min is ter of Health in the
Cos tello gov ern ment. 14 In 1950, Browne drew up a plan for fam ily so‐ 
cial se cur ity, known as the Mother- and-Child Health Scheme. This
plan, of social- democratic in spir a tion, aroused the wrath of the Cath‐ 
olic hier archy, who could not tol er ate state in ter ven tion in areas,
such as health and edu ca tion, which had been under ec cle si ast ical
con trol until then. In the end, the vehe ment and sys tem atic op pos i‐ 
tion of the Church got the bet ter of Browne, who was com pelled to
resign in April 1951, thereby abandon ing the pro ject and bring ing
down the Cos tello gov ern ment (Browne 1986� 141-179; McKee 1986�
169-194).

15

In any case, La bour’s at tempts to dif fer en ti ate it self ideo lo gic ally and
stra tegic ally were ul ti mately un suc cess ful, as it never dis rup ted the
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Irish party sys tem that had been in place since 1927. No doubt Fianna
Fáil had already es tab lished it self suf fi ciently well in the sec tors likely
to sup port the suc cess ive pro grammes of the La bour Party, es pe cially
in the work ing class areas of the major cit ies, such as Dub lin and
Cork. This also meant that, con trary to what one might ex pect, La‐ 
bour gen er ally (at least until the 1960s) en joyed greater sup port in
rural areas, es pe cially among the ag ri cul tural work ers in the cent ral
and east ern counties whom the ITUC, through the ITGWU, had failed
to or gan ise for al most 20 years fol low ing the fail ures of the 1923
strikes (Garvin 1977� 74; Suiter 2012� 166). 15

In ad di tion, the in ternal dis sen sion between mod er ates and rad ic als,
which ran counter to the in terests of the la bour move ment, led to
two schisms with dis astrous con sequences for the Irish left. The first
major split co in cided with the re turn of James Lar kin from the United
States in April 1923 after nine years’ ab sence. As soon as he re turned
to the coun try’s most power ful union, the ITGWU, Lar kin with the
help of his sup port ers set out to take over its lead er ship, which he
con sidered to be his right ful place as the found ing father of the or‐ 
gan isa tion. This, of course, did not sit well with his main op pon ents
who, under Wil liam O’Brien, had dom in ated the union’s ex ec ut ive
from 1917 to 1923. An in ternal struggle then began, with more or less
the same char ac ter ist ics as the one which, at the time, was un der‐ 
min ing the in ter na tional la bour move ment: with, on one side, a re‐ 
volu tion ary frac tion, fa vour able to join ing the Com mun ist In ter na‐ 
tional or Comin tern, and on the other, the sup port ers of the re form‐ 
ist path, hos tile to this pro ject. The res ult was that O’Brien and his
sup port ers even tu ally won their legal case and ex pelled Lar kin from
the ITGWU and the La bour Party. In re sponse to this ana thema, the
Work ers’ Union of Ire land was formed in June 1923, fol lowed in
Septem ber by its polit ical off shoot, the Irish Work ers’ League (O’Con‐ 
nor 1992� 118-119; 1999� 360). The lat ter of fi cially be came the Irish sec‐ 
tion of the Third In ter na tional, re pla cing the Com mun ist Party of Ire‐ 
land, foun ded in Oc to ber 1921 and dis solved in Janu ary 1924 on the
or ders of the Comin tern ex ec ut ive. How ever, like the first Irish Com‐ 
mun ist Party, the Irish Work ers’ League and its suc cessors in the
com mun ist move ment, in clud ing het ero dox Trot sky ist tend en cies,
never went bey ond the stage of a pro pa ganda group ing, pro mot ing
their cause within so cial, eco nomic and polit ical move ments in the
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South and North of Ire land, in clud ing the La bour Party (Bowler 1993�
45; O’Con nor 1999� 372).

In this re spect, it should be poin ted out that, in ad di tion to the vari‐ 
ous cham pi ons of Cath olic pre cepts, many lead ers of the of fi cial la‐ 
bour move ment – most of them from the ITGWU – were also hos tile
to Com mun ism, prob ably (at least ini tially) more out of anti- 
Larkinism than out of any in trinsic con vic tion. It is there fore not sur‐ 
pris ing that James Lar kin was once again at the source of a new split
within the or gan ised pro let ariat in the first half of the 1940s. It all
began in 1941 when La bour lead ers took some liber ties with their
ITGWU coun ter parts, as they sanc tioned the Lar kins – father and son
– to join their party. But above all, Wil liam O’Brien and his com rades
could not tol er ate the nom in a tion of James Lar kin senior by La bour,
in the 1943 gen eral elec tion. After many un suc cess ful ef forts to re‐ 
verse this situ ation, the ITGWU de cided to sever its links with the La‐ 
bour Party in Janu ary 1944. At the same time, five of the eight La bour
MPs, also mem bers of the ITGWU, se ceded to form their own polit ical
or gan isa tion, the Na tional La bour Party. Yet, the pre vi ous year, the
left- wing party had ob tained its best elect oral res ult since 1922, with
16.1% of the vote. The pres ence of a La bour rival on the polit ical
scene, there fore, be came an obstacle to its pro gress. So much so that
the “of fi cial” La bour Party was not to ex ceed 15% of the vote until
1965, des pite the ab sorp tion of its La bour rival in June 1950 – i.e., fol‐ 
low ing the re tire ment of Wil liam O’Brien in 1946 and the death of
James Lar kin senior in 1947 (Allen 1996� 78-82; Garvin 1977� 173).
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3. Vi cis situdes and zeit geist
(1966-2020)

3.1. From left ward turn to elect oral de ‐
cline and up surge (1966-92)

There after, the La bour Party evolved on the basis not only of its al li‐
ances – not ably with Fine Gael – but also of its elect oral per form ance
and the zeit geist, the spirit of the times. Thus, at the end of the 1960s
and be gin ning of the 1970s, it took a sharp turn to the left by re viv ing
its pro ject of a so cial ist work ers’ re pub lic. The word “so cial ist” was
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now used un abashedly in La bour’s speeches and pro gramme, as in a
speech de livered by leader Brendan Cor ish in 1967, in which he pre‐ 
dicted: “The sev en ties will be so cial ist” (Rafter 2012� 127; Puirséil 2007�
238-239, 264). Nev er the less, the hopes raised by this most rad ical
turn did not trans late into the bal lot box in 1969 or 1973. There were
two main reas ons for this. Firstly, des pite the pre vail ing spirit of
open ness and chan ging at ti tudes to wards au thor ity, a sig ni fic ant part
of the pop u la tion re mained con ser vat ive, in clud ing La bour Party
mem bers and voters, who were not en thu si astic about the party
form ally em bra cing so cial ism. Fianna Fáil then sought to ex ploit the
doubts of this sec tion of the elect or ate by fo cus ing its cam paign for
the 1969 elec tion on the sup posed dangers posed by La bour’s left- 
wing ex trem ism or ex treme form of so cial ism. In this red scare cam‐ 
paign, Fianna Fáil re ceived sup port from some church people, as this
ac count from a Ro scom mon woman re veals: “A nun in our local con‐ 
vent told fifth class primary to tell their par ents not to vote La bour as
they were all com mun ists in the La bour Party. Now this spread like
wild fire to every home, and even though I don’t know what ef fect it
had, I know enough it had its ef fect. I heard one mother say ing, ‘The
two parties are much of a much ness, but I won’t vote La bour be cause
(Conor Cruise) O’Brien and (David) Thorn ley are com mun ists and
should be shot’” (Sunday In de pend ent 1969� 3). The res ult of this was
that in 1969, with 17% of the first pref er ence votes, La bour came third
again, far be hind Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael; and in 1973, it fell by an‐ 
other 3%. Look ing at the 1969 gen eral elec tion, while La bour did bet‐ 
ter in Dub lin than in the pre vi ous elec tion in 1965, it also lost votes in
the rest of the coun try. This sug gests that the Fianna Fáil cam paign
had an un deni able ef fect, in that La bour gained pro por tion ately fewer
votes in Dub lin than it lost else where (Puirséil 2007� 269-271, 306).

From that time on, La bour would de cline stead ily elect or ally, fall ing
to 6.5% in 1987. It is also true that, through out the 1970s, it was deeply
di vided on is sues such as Ire land’s entry into the EEC and the North‐ 
ern Irish con flict (O’Halpin 2012� 142-146, 148-153; Collins 2012� 156-
159). Not to men tion the fol low ing dec ade, in which it found it self
with a ser i ous com pet itor on its left, The Work ers’ Party (formerly
Sinn Féin – The Work ers’ Party from 1977 to 1982), which ob tained
quite de cent res ults, not ably 5% in 1989 (Ó Broin 2009� 152-160;
Puirséil 2012� 78). It was ac tu ally not until 1992 that La bour made a
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spec tac u lar comeback reach ing 19.3% of the vote, which some com‐ 
ment at ors at trib ute to Leader Dick Spring, who had urged re form on
so ci etal is sues such as con tra cep tion and di vorce, which were still
ex tremely di vis ive at the time (Mur ray 2017; Fin lay 2022).

3.2. From stag na tion to surge and
steady de cline (1990s-2010s)
The party lost ground again there after, stag nat ing at around 10%
through out the 1990s and 2000s. It was also at this time that Tony
Blair’s New La bour’s social- liberal “third way” was to find fa vour with
the Irish La bour Party, which was not un con nec ted with the eco‐ 
nomic prosper ity of the coun try, the mech an isms of which the party
had sup por ted (Suiter 2012� 165-176).
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Then, after a surge in the 2011 gen eral elec tion in which it came
second, ahead of Fianna Fáil, which paid heav ily for its mis man age‐ 
ment of the 2008 eco nomic crisis (Daly 2012� 93), the Irish La bour
Party now seems to be ex per i en cing the same fate as some European
parties of the same move ment – not ably the French So cial ist Party –,
fol low ing its bit ter fail ure in the 2016 gen eral elec tion, ob tain ing only
6.6% of the vote. The same gen eral elec tion that saw Sinn Féin be‐
come the lead ing left- wing polit ical force in the Re pub lic of Ire land,
but without fin ish ing ahead of Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, and which
even won the 2020 gen eral elec tion (at least in terms of per cent age of
first pref er ence votes) – al though this did not res ult in the form a tion
of a Sinn Féin gov ern ment. While La bour was con tinu ing to fall, with
4.4% of the vote (McGuill 2016).
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This vic tory for Sinn Féin, and thus for a left- wing party for the first
time in the coun try’s his tory, 16 can be ex plained in sev eral ways.
Firstly, it should be re membered that the eco nomic prosper ity of the
1990s and 2000s also brought with it a seem ingly un stop pable pro‐ 
cess of sec u lar isa tion in south ern Irish so ci ety, to which the Cath olic
Church is still strug gling to adapt, and which has seen its in flu ence
greatly di min ish as a res ult (Fer riter 2004� 732-739; Don nelly 2000;
Mc Garry 2021). On the other hand, “while not reneging on its ul ti‐ 
mate goal, Irish unity” (Mail lot 2022� 108), Sinn Féin was able to some‐ 
what move away from its tra di tional na tion al ist dis course to focus on
socio- economic is sues that had arisen fol low ing the 2008 eco nomic
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crisis (such as the hous ing short age, the rise in rents, and the de teri‐ 
or a tion of the health sys tem). This ap pealed to the most dis ad vant‐ 
aged and es pe cially to young people, at the ex pense of the La bour
Party, which was no doubt pen al ised for its par ti cip a tion in the Fine
Gael gov ern ment of Enda Kenny in 2011-16 (Ní Aodha 2020). Their
prom ises to pro tect voters from aus ter ity meas ures ac tu ally turned
out to be noth ing more than lip ser vice, when faced with pres sure
from the European troika 17 to ad dress the pub lic debt crisis caused
by the bail out of the na tional banks, ne ces sit ated by pre vi ous ex‐ 
cesses in private debt (The Irish Times 2016).

Con clu sion
La bour, as the main left- wing party in the south ern Irish State until
2016, has never really been a pil lar of the coun try’s party sys tem,
which con sequently has never been based on a tra di tional West ern
European left- right di vide. Ex cept per haps since the 2020 gen eral
elec tion, after which Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil, yes ter day’s en emies,
came to gether in a co ali tion gov ern ment for the first time in his tory,
on the basis of their socio- economic con ver gences. La bour has,
there fore, only been able to in flu ence the course of pub lic policy, to
some ex tent, when it par ti cip ated in co ali tion gov ern ments. For
which, by the way, it has hardly been re war ded, since each of its par‐ 
ti cip a tions in gov ern ment was al ways fol lowed by an elect oral set‐ 
back, the last of which oc curred in 2016 (Mc Cul lagh 2012� 124).

24

There are sev eral reas ons for this. The ideo lo gical dis par ity of the
party’s mem ber ship and lead er ship is un doubtedly one. Up until the
1990s, La bour was di vided between cur rents ran ging from so cial
Cath olic con ser vat ism to the Trot sky ist ex treme left, through or tho‐ 
dox com mun ists and so cial demo crats (Rafter 2012� 142). How ever, it
must be ad mit ted that it was this former con ser vat ive trend that,
most of the time, took the upper hand over all the oth ers or ended up
doing so, dir ectly or in dir ectly. So much so that, in 1985, Amer ican
his tor ian Emmet Lar kin de scribed the Irish La bour Party as “the most
op por tun ist ic ally con ser vat ive La bour Party any where in the known
world” (1985� 88). Ex cept in the second half of the 1930s, and again in
the second half of the 1960s and into the early 1970s, even the most
pro gress ive mem bers of the party ten ded to be self- censoring in
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Irish Trade Union Congress, Re port of
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and the Par lia men ta ry Com mit tee.

order to avoid the wrath of the Cath olic Church and thereby ali en at‐ 
ing a large part of the elect or ate (Bacik 2012� 178). How ever, such an
at ti tude raises three ques tions: didn’t the left ward shifts out lined
above come too late to be truly ef fect ive? Moreover, as a gen eral rule,
does gen u flect ing be fore the ar chi tects of the es tab lished order lead
to the real shap ing of so cial real it ies ac cord ing to so- called het ero dox
prin ciples? Or should one not, on the con trary, strive to coun ter act
the dom in ant forces so that these same real it ies do not be come en‐ 
trenched forever in a sys tem atic op pos i tion to all evol u tion? For so ci‐ 
olo gist and his tor ian Kieran Allen, at least, there is no doubt about it.
Ana lys ing the period from 1927 to 1932, he ar gues that:

[L]ack ing con fid ence in their own abil ity to fight, work ers were more
than will ing to give an ear to a rad ical force that prom ised both to
stand up to Brit ish im per i al ism and also to provide jobs and im proved
con di tions. When they looked at the La bour Party, the more they be ‐
came con vinced that Fianna Fáil held the ori ginal copy right […]. La ‐
bour was dis placed by Fianna Fáil not be cause it was too rad ical but
be cause it was not rad ical enough (1996� 35).

In any case, La bour’s elect oral de cline in re cent years seems ir re vers‐ 
ible, hav ing fallen below the 5% mark in 2020 for the first time in its
his tory. The crisis that has since en sued there fore raises the ques tion
of its de mise, as was the case for the Italian So cial ist Party dis solved
in 1994, and as might be the case for the French So cial ist Party fol‐ 
low ing the 2022 pres id en tial elec tion, where the party’s can did ate,
Anne Hidalgo, only ob tained 1.74%, i.e., a score well below the sym‐ 
bolic 5% fig ure for the first time in the his tory of the Fifth Re pub lic.
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1  Signed in Decem ber 1921 by rep res ent at ives of both sides, this peace
agree ment put an end to the War of In de pend ence that had star ted in Janu‐ 
ary 1919. The Treaty provided inter alia for the par ti tion of the is land into
two dis tinct en tit ies, but aroused strong op pos i tion from the most rad ical
Irish re pub lic ans, thus gen er at ing a civil war that las ted ten months and saw
the vic tory of the pro- Treaty forces in power.

2  The res ults of the 2020 gen eral elec tion in terms of per cent age of first
pref er ence votes are as fol lows: Sinn Féin 24.5%, Fianna Fáil 22.2%, Fine Gael
20.9%, Green Party 7.1%, La bour Party 4.4%, So cial Demo crats 2.9%,
Solidarity- PBP 2.6%, In de pend ents/oth ers 15.4%. (The Irish Times 2020� 1).

3  The Irish Re pub lican Broth er hood was a Masonic- style secret so ci ety
foun ded in 1858 by vet er ans of the abort ive 1848 Re bel lion. Its aim was to
es tab lish an in de pend ent re pub lic in Ire land through in sur rec tion. It failed
for the first time in 1867. Des pite the de cline that fol lowed – to the be ne fit
of the more mod er ate and leg al istic Home Rule move ment – the or gan isa‐ 
tion re mained act ive and even ex per i enced a cer tain re vival in the early
1910s.

4  On 21 Au gust 1913, Wil liam Mar tin Murphy, leader of Dub lin’s em ploy ers,
dis missed a hun dred em ploy ees of the tram way com pany he owned on the
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grounds that they were mem bers of the ITGWU, which he had ana them at‐ 
ised some time be fore. Five days later, more than a third of the com pany’s
em ploy ees voted in fa vour of a strike that soon para lysed the whole city. For
more than six months, Dub lin was the scene of vi ol ent clashes between the
forces of law and order and strikers whose only real de mand was re spect for
trade union free dom, which they claimed had been flouted by the Dub lin
em ploy ers. Ul ti mately, the out come of the strike de pended on the Brit ish la‐ 
bour move ment. But when the Brit ish uni ons re fused to or gan ise a block ade
of Dub lin port, the strik ing work ers had no choice but to gradu ally re turn to
work between mid- December 1913 and Feb ru ary 1914.

5  Home Rule in Ire land, as passed at West min ster in 1912, was due to come
into force in 1914. But with the out break of the First World War, its im ple‐
ment a tion was post poned to a later date. Re volu tion ary na tion al ists then
took ad vant age of Brit ish dif fi culties on the con tin ent to launch an in sur rec‐ 
tion in April 1916. The lat ter was con fined to Dub lin and put down within a
week. How ever, the ex e cu tion of the lead ing rebel fig ures pro voked an out‐ 
cry from the pre dom in antly na tion al ist Irish pop u la tion, who had ini tially
de nounced this ven ture. From then on, pub lic opin ion gradu ally rad ic al ised
and came to sup port the re volu tion ary forces in their fight for the coun try’s
in de pend ence.

6  The Irish Vo lun teers was a na tion al ist mi li tia cre ated in 1913, in re sponse
to the cre ation of the Ul ster Vo lun teer Force, by the Uni on ists. The lat ter
or gan isa tion was de signed to pre vent the ap plic a tion of Home Rule in Ire‐ 
land, as ad op ted by the Par lia ment in Lon don in 1912.

7  The Irish Cit izen Army was cre ated dur ing the 1913 Dub lin Lock out as a
pro tect ive force for strikers. It was later gradu ally trans formed into an of‐ 
fens ive and sub vers ive bat talion, under the lead er ship of so cial ist and trade- 
unionist James Con nolly.

8  Between 1917 and 1921, mem ber ship of the ITUC’s af fil i ated uni ons and
other or gan isa tions in creased from 100,000 (about 16.5% of all in dus trial
work ers in the coun try) to 300,000 (about 49% of all in dus trial work ers in
the coun try). (ITUCLP 1917� 70; ILP TUC 1921� 75, 222; Census of Ire land 1911�
xxix- xxx).

9  His tor i ans gen er ally agree that the Irish Re volu tion can be traced back to
the abort ive Easter Rising of 1916, men tioned above. Al though this in sur rec‐ 
tion failed to des troy the im per ial edi fice, it nev er the less paved the way for
the War of In de pend ence of 1919-1921, or ches trated once again by the Irish
Vo lun teers – known as the Irish Re pub lican Army (IRA) from 1919 on wards –
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and its polit ical wing, Sinn Féin, which won the gen eral elec tion in Ire land in
Decem ber 1918 and pur sued a strategy of “civil dis obedi ence” based on the
es tab lish ment of local in sti tu tions – such as the Irish na tional par lia ment,
bet ter known as Dáil Éireann – de signed to thwart any Brit ish in ter fer ence
in Irish af fairs. The re volu tion ary period cul min ated in the sign ing of the
Anglo- Irish Treaty in Decem ber 1921, which led to a civil war from 1922 to
1923, split ting the IRA and Sinn Féin and res ult ing in vic tory for the sup‐
port ers of the Treaty.

10  Al though it took no dir ect part in the 1916 Rising, the Brit ish au thor it ies
were con vinced that Sinn Féin was the driv ing force be hind it. Hence the
re pub lican party be nefited from the swing in pub lic opin ion fol low ing the
crack down on the in sur gents. This mani fes ted it self in by- elections won
through out 1917. From a small group of com mit ted na tion al ists, Sinn Féin
then be came a genu ine mass move ment. This was con firmed in the Decem‐ 
ber 1918 gen eral elec tion, which res ul ted in a land slide vic tory for Sinn Féin.

11  The frac tion of Sinn Féin that sup por ted the Anglo- Irish Treaty of 1921
held power from 1922 to 1932, under the name Cu mann na nGaed heal as of
1923. In 1933, the or gan isa tion changed its name to Fine Gael, a name it has
re tained ever since. As for Fianna Fáil, it owes its ex ist ence to a second split
within Sinn Féin, which oc curred in 1926 over the ques tion of whether or
not to par ti cip ate in the in sti tu tions of the Irish Free State. The more or tho‐ 
dox re pub lic ans re jec ted this al tern at ive, while those who ap proved left
Sinn Féin and foun ded Fianna Fáil.

12  The co ali tion gov ern ments in which the La bour Party par ti cip ated were:
the Cos tello gov ern ment (Fine Gael) from 1948 to 1951, then from 1954 to
1957; the Cos grave gov ern ment (Fine Gael) from 1973 to 1977; the Fitzger ald
gov ern ment (Fine Gael) from 1981 to 1982, then from 1982 to 1987; the
Haughey gov ern ment (Fianna Fáil) from 1993 to 1994; the Bruton gov ern‐ 
ment (Fine Gael) from 1994 to 1997; and the Kenny gov ern ment (Fine Gael)
from 2011 to 2016.

13  On the dif fer ent con ser vat ive hues, see Vin cent (1995� 55-83), Hey wood
(1994� 286-293), Ash ford and Dav ids (1991� 45-51).

14  It was in fact a co ali tion gov ern ment dom in ated by John Cos tello’s Fine
Gael. The other or gan isa tions in cluded the La bour Party, the Na tional La‐ 
bour Party and the Clann na Po blachta. The lat ter was a sort of melt ing pot
of former Fianna Fáil mem bers and sup port ers and in de pend ent so cial
demo crats such as Dr Noël Browne.
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15  In the Irish Free State in 1936, there were 29.5% of in dus trial and ag ri cul‐ 
tural work ers in a la bour force of 1,235,424, com pared to 25.9% in 1926 in a
la bour force of 1,223,014. (Census of Pop u la tion, Ire land 1926� 23, 26-7;
Census of Pop u la tion, Ire land 1936� 23, 30, 51).

16  It should be noted here that, while re main ing firmly na tion al ist, Sinn Féin
gave its polit ical ob ject ives, from the 1960s on wards, a socio- economic di‐ 
men sion which proved suf fi ciently pro gress ive to clas sify it as a left- wing
party. To the ex tent that it is now a mem ber of The Left in the European
Par lia ment – GUE/NGL. (Mail lot 2022� 17-18, 106-150; Ó Broin 2009� 151-154,
194-208).

17  The European troika is a term used, es pe cially in the media, to refer to
the de cision group formed by the European Com mis sion (EC), the European
Cent ral Bank (ECB) and the In ter na tional Mon et ary Fund (IMF). The usage
arose dur ing the European debt crisis in the con text of the “bail outs” of
Cyprus, Greece, Ire land and Por tugal ne ces sit ated by their pro spect ive in‐ 
solv ency caused by the world fin an cial crisis of 2007-2008 (https://en.wikipedia.

org/wiki/Financial_crisis_of_2007%E2%80%932008).

English
From 1922 to the early 2010s, the Irish La bour Party rep res en ted the main
polit ical force on the left, in a coun try where ant ag on isms were based on a
di vide other than the tra di tional one between right and left. This means
that, des pite its ideo lo gical shifts over time, La bour never held the reins of
power and was only able to in flu ence Irish polit ics to some ex tent through
its sporadic par ti cip a tion in co ali tion gov ern ments from the late 1940s on‐ 
wards. This art icle there fore seeks to un der stand why La bour’s mod est yet
prom ising elect oral gains were sys tem at ic ally fol lowed by set backs and
crises, with the last one even threat en ing its ex ist ence.

Français
De 1922 au début des an nées 2010, le Parti tra vailliste ir lan dais re pré sen ta la
prin ci pale force po li tique de gauche, dans un pays où les an ta go nismes re‐ 
po saient sur un cli vage autre que celui, tra di tion nel, entre une for ma tion de
droite et une autre de gauche. Cela si gni fie que, mal gré ses in flé chis se ments
idéo lo giques au fil du temps, les tra vaillistes ne tinrent ja mais les rênes du
pou voir et ne furent en me sure d’in fluen cer quelque peu la vie po li tique ir‐ 
lan daise que via leur par ti ci pa tion spo ra dique à des gou ver ne ments de coa‐ 
li tion à par tir de la fin des an nées 1940. Cet ar ticle se pro pose donc de com‐ 
prendre pour quoi les pro grès élec to raux du parti tra vailliste, mo destes mais
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néan moins pro met teurs, furent sys té ma ti que ment sui vis de re vers et de
crises, la der nière al lant même jusqu’à mettre en dan ger son exis tence.
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