n the 12th June, quietly and with
little ceremony, the Socialist Labour
Party voted itsclf out of existence, Five
years earlier, almost to the day, the
Independent Labour campaign had
scored a major electoral success,
returning Dr. Noel Browne to Dail
ireann, and the following November
over 300 delegates gathered in Liberty
Hall to'launch the new party on a rising
tide of optimjsm and-éxpectation, What,
if any, were'the Party’s achievements,
and, more 16 the point, where did it 20
wrong? ‘.70t
In retrospect its most remarkable
achievement lay in surviving for so long,
From the outset the SLP was fatally
flawed. In the first"place there was no
consensus as *to’ whali' the Party was
supposed to be:'a slightly more honest
and democratic version’ of the Labour
Party? An lIrish version of the Socialist
Workers Party?- {he: ‘revolutionary
Party? An electichi-machine for Noel
Browne' (or “other aspiring public
representatives)? A -sovialisi debating
soclely?-Worthy objeétives perhaps, but
bardly reconcilable * within a single
organjsation,- - : - :
“Omniously, -1oo, despite the ‘drama
surroundir}g thic* expulsion of Mant
Merrigan and ‘Noel Browne from (he

Labour:Party, ‘the SUP*failed to attract a

|
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majorily of Labour Lefi-wingers. Those
remaining behind included the
“militant"" (which had campaigned for
Coalition Labour candidates against
Browne and Merrigan), the “‘soft"” Left
personified by Michael D, Higgins, and
even some of the former Liaison of the
Left meibers, notably Ald. Pat Carroll,
The consequence of this disastrous split
was that whereas the Lefi Opposition
within the Labour Party was effectively
destroyed, the new party lacked sufficient
experienced organlsers to establish itsell
on a truly national basis,

Again, the new party created immense
difficulties for jtself by adopting a
remarkably liberal Constitution, a
reaction against the restrictive rules and
practices of the Labour Party. Revolut-
ionary groups, or ‘‘tcndencies’ were
positively encouruged 1o set up shop, and
four duly obliged. These varicd from the
Socialist Workers Tendency, which had a .
genuine commitment (o building the
Party, albeil in their own image and
likeness, to the League for a Workers
Republic, which merely used (he Party
forarguing thut the SLP should no exist,
While never quite descending 1o the
Babel-like conditions of the {ll-faied
Socialist Labour Alliance in (he carly
Seventies, the SLP soon found itself

deeply divided, not so much over policies.

- T

"The Part’s Over

formerly of the National Executive of the SLP.

. (with the obvious exception of the

National Question, the Party programme
was agreed almost unanimously) as over
tactics, activities, and work priorities.
Something of a cultural divide opened up
between the ex-Labour members and the
tendency supporters. At times this
bordered on mutyal incomprehension.

ronically, the SLP’s first major sel-

back, from which it never really
recovered, arose through circumstances
which actually united almost all secljons
of the Party, Outside of Noel Browne's
constituency of Artane, SLP members
refused 1o become involved in the
familiar, degrading, but for would-be
public representatives, cssentjal practice
ofclientilism. The electoral consequences
of such virtue were predictable. Its worth
recalling that al the '77 General Electjon,
prior 1o the formation of the SLP, Matt
Merrigan actually polled 300 votes more
than Prionnsias’ De Rossa. However,

Merrigan, a busy trade union official, *
had ncnhcrlhclim_c nor theinclinationto |

engage in the soul-destroying clinic work
that is expected in a working class area
such as Finglas} and so a potential SLP

Diil seat was tamely surrendered to the -

dogged Workers’ Party representatives. .
In the 1979 Local Elections, despite

public and private disagreements,. -the, R

SLP polled a creditable

Uxcrek Speirs (Repaet)

|
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from the Inner Cily wards, However, riot
asingle SLP candidate was elected. In the

the vote, but a combination of inept
campaigning and “personality disputes
robbed the Party of an apparently certain
seal by the slender margin of 200 voles.
Elsewhere the Parly's performance
varied from modest to franklydisas(rc_)us
Lacking any serious national* party
profile, or local personal work base,
scveral dozen SLP hopefuls literally sank
without trace, Many werc ncver heard
from again.

Meanywhile,. the troublesome
tendencies departed one by one, with
varylng degreesof encouragement. When
(helargest and last, the SWM, left during
the 1980" Conference (a parting of the
ways marked by ‘considerable mutual
regret), the Party’s fortunes appeared to
undergo a distinct improvement. This,
however, proved to be a lalse dawn, The
biggest crisis was yet to come. Inevitably,
perhaps, it centered around the Party’s
best-known member, and only TD, Dr.
Noel Browne, '

rom. the oulset, Browne's atlitude
Flowards the SLP - had been
ambivalent. True, he agreed (o serve as
,''parliamentary  spokesperson’’, he
appeared at numerous public’ meelings
around the country, and his office in
Leinster house became a second HQ for
the Party. Yet all the time he kept his
distances from the mainstream of the
-SLP, rarelyif everattending Executive or
Standing Committee meelings, and in no
sense accepting a  Party  ““Whip”,
Knowing his legendary unwillingness or
inability to work within structured
organisations, the Leadership were
happy cnough to grant him this' semi-
detached relationship with the Party; but
the younger generation of members were
shocked and disappointed with the
performance.
His public repudiation of the SLP

hearted attempt at expulsion at the 1979
Party Conference. While this move was
easily headed off by the leadership,
Browne's response was prompt and
decisive: he immediately announced his

resignation as Parliamentary
Spokesperson, citing  *Conference
remarks made by Matt  Merrigan

apparently sympathelic (o the Provos. In
reality this was 4 meré' pretext (he
subsequently admitted: privately thal he
had- not disagreed with the remarks,
merely that they had Becn'm.adc_ in public,
and, indeed,” his ‘owm simultaneous
comments on a Feach programrme might
well have provoked 4 similar outery had
they not been  made in ‘the happy
anonymity of " “the = First * National
Languagc)fﬁe truthf Was l}ia.l the canny

first preflerences actualy: éul'polling
SFWP in Dublin City and County apart

“key area of Artanc the SLP won 18% of "'

Knowing Noel Browne's legendary
inability to work within a structured
organisation, the leadership were
happy to grant him a semi-dctached
relationship with the Party; but the
younger generafion of members
were shocked and dissppoinied with

the performance.

-candidate, and was duly re-lected,

- Browne declined

policy on H-Blocks provoked a half- )

old political stager had begun to distance
himself publicly from an unruly and dis-
respectful party organisation.
Approaching elections, like imminent
execulions, tend to concenlrate the minds
of the principal participants, Noel
Browne s an exceplion to this, asto every
other rule: he tends to suffer endless
bouts of anxiety-and indecision. Some
months before the 1981 General Election
he presented the SLP with an ultimatum:
stand down at least 5 of the 7 prospective
Party candidates or clse he would not
contest under the SLP banner, Browne’s
argumenl was that as the SLP had no

‘hope of winning seats elsewhere, or even

of doing well, they ought to concentrate
most of their resources : on his
constituency, The Executive view was
that a Party that placed all its hopes on a
66-year-old man with a serious- heart
condition, had no real future, When
Browne refused'to give an undertaking

that he would definitely stand even-if -

guarantecd exclusive support, = the
Executive declded to call his bluff —and

for once got away with it. Both sides of
thc argument were ultimately to be
proved correct. Although ignoring the
Parly campaign, and refusing even to
appear on Lheir poitical broadcasts,
Browne contested as an official SLP

though his share of the poll in a changed
constituency fell back sharply from 18%"
to 12%. Demoralised by this contraversy,
and ill-prepared, the other 6 SLP
candidates could only attract 2,000 votes
between them. : -

Thereafter it was downhill all the way.’
to serve as parl-
iamentary spokesperson in the new Dail,
and finally severed his residual links some
months later when the Party criticised his
stand on the school entry age controversy
(characteristically, he claimed at the time
that-he had left the SLP two years carlier
in protest against Matl Merrigan’s stance
on the National Quéstion: the reality was
that when attending .the SLP Annual
Confcrence as a delegate 6 months carlier
he had actually voted for Merrigan’s

policy on the National Question). ‘His

enthusiastic endorsement of Garrel
FitzGerald, and his unswerving support
for the Coalltion, culminating in his Dail
vole for the Bruton Budget alienated
most of his résidual supporters. When'the

+Coalition felf, precipitating -a general

election, Browne found himsclf unable
either to raise an adequale personal
organisation, or obtaln a nomination
from the boeah Pasty.

Mcanwhilc. deprived of the prestige

of a Dail deputy, and with its
credibility undermined, the SLP drifted
aimlessly, Having .opted out of the
Fcbruary 1982 electidh for™ practical
reasons, the Party decided on a last ditch
effort in the Dublin West By-election,
With the IRSP, Prgvos and CPl1 all
opting out, and the Labour Party in
disarray, the initial prospects appeared
favourablc,pmicluarlyasthccandidate,
Matt Merrigan, had previously contested
part of the constituency. However, the
campaign was to demonstrate that the
SLP lacked the organisational resources,
political base, enthusiasm and work
record, 1o compete serjously with the
three main candidates; and apart from a
belated intervention. by -the Peoplés
Democracy, few ;of. Merrigan’s. many
admirers.on the Left turned out to help.
-The result was, frankly, a humiliation. -
And 50, Lo coin a phrasg, the SLP sank
slowly in, Dublin West, an idea ;whose
time had-past..lt campaigned on a varicty
of issugs such as.divorce, nuclear.power,
housing, "contraccptiony and national
\age agreements, but; lacklngsresources
and wnity of purpose, such.interventjoris
terided to be fragmented and Ineffective:
1t produced a bewildering range of policy
doc -ranging from Agriculture to
Publi¢, Transport,;and fmm;me:n,_lo"
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life' refcrendum recalls 1o mind that,
four ycars ago, the SLP was the first Irish
political party to demand the decriminal-
isation of abortion, and that the present
developments were forecast at an SLP-
sponsored public meeling to coincide
with the Pope's visit to Ireland. Sadly,
these policy documents, the most com-
prehensive since Labour's exercises in the
late Sixties, remain largely tnread, not
feast by SLP members,

Given the manifest and growing hos-
tility between various leading figures on
the Irish Left, the prospects for the SLP's
final initiatives (more accurately perhaps
those of Matt Merrigan), ofattemptingto
promote Left “unty through the newly-
established “*Socialist Forum”, and of
influencing the Labour Party through the
affiliated trade unions, do not appeal
particularly bright. .

Givcn the relative success of various
Leflt-wing off-shools from
Evropean social democralic parties, why

did the SLP fail to make the grade? Most

of the explanation must now be apparent
— lack of resources and imagination,

personality disputes, 1hcdcdoralsy§fem'-

the divisive activities of some tendencles, |

least the fact that the Workers Party tiad
already established itself as a credible
aliernative to Labour. However, ‘two
other crucial factors require comnient, |. :
The leadership of the SLP (apart from '

Noel Browne) were always prepared to
agree 10 differ on the National Question, |’
on which there was a broad range of
-opinions, allowing individuals (o do and
say more or less what they pleased ip a
personal capacity, While this practice.
may have been acceptable in an internat
pressure group such as the Liaison of the
Left, it was wholly inappropriate to'a
serious political party, not least in that it
precluded concerted party interventions
on the subject. Furthermore, the Party’s
official policy document was at best |-
ambivalent, and, frequently amended, it

ultimately became incomprehénsible,
Not surprisingly, the Parly rank and ﬁle,_
not to say the general public, were soon

alicnated by this state of affairs. - .

Ultimately, however, the failure of the
SLP must be considered a reflection dn
the Irish Left as a whole. In rost-
European countries the Left commands
the support of between 35% and 55% of
the clectorate; in Ircland the . Left’s
ideologically based support, as distinct
«from the clientilist support of Left-wing
public representatives is at most 5%, an_d-
probably a great deal less. When, as in
Ireland, the “mother*’ social democratic
party is pitifully weak and in decline, its
Left offspring must inevitably be a sickly
child. One obvious lesson fram Diblin
West, and indeed from previols
elections, was that the SLP was always
regarded as being an integral part of the
Labour ““family’’. Far from benefitting
from Labour’s decline, as the SDP.has
profited from the crisis in ‘the British
Labour Party, the SLP, insofar as it was
noticed at all, was associated in the public
+mind with Labour’sinternal troubles and
general disarray.

Significantly, it now scems.likcly that
few ex-SLP members will seek to Jo!rg
another political party, preferring to Join
the growing ranks of the organisationally
unattached. This will reinforce- that
phenomenon of recenl years whereby
activists prefer 1o involve themselyes in
single issue campalgns and” ad hdc
organisations, rather than submit to the
tedium and discipline of a political party.
Given the continuing failure of the Irish
Lefttocreate any sort of credible political
alternative, is it any wondér that the-
working class prefers to place its trust In
parties of the Right, even aia time of
economic ¢risis and deepening recession?

Gralton welcaines Juther conclusions on
this issue in the sante Sraternal spirlt.

the personality of Noel Browne, and,noj .. ¢
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