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1. Timing influenced by present relutive stabilty
in Northern Ireland. (Paragraphs 1-2)

2. Statistics and procedure. (Paragraphs 3-4)

3. Comparison between Fianna Fail and Fine Gael in
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Sir, 

CONFIDENTIAL 

BRITISH EMBASSY 

DUBLIN. 

29 May, 1969 

FORTHCOMING ELECTION IN TEE IRTSH REPUBLIC 

A general election is to take place in the Republic 

of Ireland on 18 June and I have the honuur to submit the 

following notes on the �olitical background and the 

possible outcome. 

2. The decision to hold the election at this time was

taken by the Taoiseach, Mr. Lynch, after much Bnxious

thought. At the time of the most recent troubles in

Northern IrelBnd,.about the _end of April, the risks

involved in holding elections in the South while serious

political disorders were prevalent in the North rnade it

seem certain that the election would not be called before

October; but the present unexpectedly orderly condition

of Ulster has led Mr. Lynch to go ahead forthwith.

3. The present Gove:i:nment is composed of members of the

Fia:om,Fail Party, which had 74 seats in the Dail. The

Chief 09position party, Fine Gael, han 46 seats, Labour

had 18; there were three Independents; and three seats

were vacant.

/4. Election 

The Rt. Hon. Michael Stewart, M.P. 
Secretary of State for Foreign & Cornmonweal th Affairs, 
LONDON S . W . 1. 
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4. Election is by a system of proportional

representation* which Fianna Fail vainly endeavoured to

discard last year by means of a Referendum; they failed
badly, and this setback has given their op_Jonents hope
that the country is really turning away from the

historically dominant party.

5. The difference between Fianna Fail a.nd Fine Gael

lies almost entirely in the fc;,ct thi.t the two parties

were the opposing sides in the Irish Civil War of 1922.
In terms of ordinary political ideology, there is nothing

between them; they are both, by British standards,

Conservative in theory, one might fairly say right-wing

Conservative. Mr. Lynch has just stated on behalf of

his party "We regard the State as being ordained for the

individual, not tl1e individual for the State. We believe

in the right of private property, in private initiative

and private enterprise, supplemented whr:,re necessary by

the efforts of the State" • As for Fine Gael, the

election manifesto just issued by Mr. LiaJ£l Cosgr'tve is

less easy to quote, but the Irish Times is moved to

comment like this: " ..• A study of' the document leaves not
an impression of a radical programme but ratner the

outlook of a profoundly classical conservative policy
based on Catholic doctrines as expressed in the phrase,

'acceptance of the subsidiary function of the State', the
allegiance to private enterprise, private proJerty and

private initiative". Both parties combine tnis essential

/conserva,tism

*A very sophisticated system devised for (i�flict�d upon)
Southern Ireland by the Parliam�nt o�· the Uni�ed �in£dom 
in 1920. It was mooe part of tne Irish constitution_by 
Mr. de Valera a.nd Fianna Fail in 1937, thereby ensuring 
that it could only be cnanged by means of a referendum. 
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conservatism with suitable gestures towards the extension 
V\ 

of social welfare; indeed, the Government in its Bf)dget 
of triree weeks ago gave an advance election signal by 
making substantial increases in various social benefits, 
though on the average both contributions and benefits are 
well under half wha,t they are in the United Kingdom. 

6. So much for domestic policy. On foreign policy,
we may take it that both parties will seek to rna,intain
Catholic Ireland firmly in the anti-Conrr.�unist camp, to
eliminate the frontier with Northern Ireland (provided they
can achieve this object without doing anything whatever
about it), and to move into the Cormnon Market in parallel
with ourselves. The attitude of both parties towards the
Anglo-Irish Free Trade Area Agreement is for all practical
purposes identical, i.e. they are at beaPt in favour of
it· 

' 
though whichever is in opposition will look for

opportunities to criticise it, often with heat and malice.
I may add, in order to keep things in proportion, that a
casual glance dt the fast-flowing throughput of the first
week of full political campaigning does not disclose a
single significant reference by Fian.n9,Fail or Fine Gael
spokesmen to any of the four subjects mentioned in the
preceding two sentences.

7,. The Labour Party is rather more lively but also more 
incbherent. At first' sight there ought to be very large 
nw11bers of voters who could be weaned away from the 
sterile ranks of Fianna Fail and Fine Gael in order to 
establish a strong party of the left which would push 
through a programme of social reform, better housing, 

/better 
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• 
better social service and so on; and indeed there are 

signs of a :movement of political opinion in this direction. 

But there are serious obstacles in the way. IrelBnd 

is still a very Catholic country, and the hierarchy 

profoundly distrusts programmes of secular social reform, 

especially when they are put forward by brilliant new 

recruits to the Labour ranks such as Dr. Conor Cruise 

O'Brien, a man who is lilcely to bring little advantage 

to his party becauEJe of his bad relu tions with t,he Church, 

wnich he has offended both in respect of t.is private life 

and by advocating in public the closing of the Irish 

Embassy in ?.ortugal &nd the opening of an Embassy in Cuba. 

(The Jriests in Ireland may no longer tell their 

_parisnoners who to vote f'or, but they are quite capable 

of telling t�kem who to vote against). A recent attempt 

ut the Annui,l Conference to swing LL,,bour to the left 

a9peared to make a greLi,t deal of 1Jrogress, and t,here was 

lip service to taking the cause into the streets, \Ii th 

Mr. Gerry Fitt, M.P., showing the way in a violent speech. 

But the advocacy of �eliberate disorder has a very limited 

appeal in IrelD,nd ( tnough no country has a greater gift 

for snontaneous disorder); and in the special field of 

housing, to which Mr. Fitt was mainly referring, the 

su}Jport by the Labour Party of "squatters" has done 

nothing to advance their oopularity with the surprising 

numbers of Irish wor:V-Jfien and tra,desmen who ovm their ov-m 

houses or are buying ti em on mortgage. 

8. The chief asset of the Fianna Fail :?c.vrty in the

election is the unassuming but manly and likeable

personulity of its leb.der, l�r. Jack Lynch. Some of his

princi_pb,l l.linisters tLI'e by no means so well lik(ed; some

/are 
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• 
are widely held to be arrogant and others are suspected 

of corruption. Indeed, Mr. L:{nch told me a week or two 

ago that the main 9ersom,l inducement for him to go for 

an early election would be tb.at if he came back he would 

be able to work with a Cabinet of his ovm choosing, instead 

of one handed down to him in mid-session by his 

predecessor. Further weak points in the Fianna Fail 

position are tc.eir recent reverse at the hands of the 

voters over tne constitutional referendum, and the poor 

relations they mve had for years with the farmers. A 

recent wave of strikes, both in industry and in the field 

of education, has also helped to irritate public opinion. 

9. - Fine Gael suffer f'rom a lack of prominent political

figures; they have no one to catch the public eye and so

are likely to miss some of the advantage which would

normally accrue to them as the alternative main party.

Still, they present a worthy if plodding image and should

gain a few seats here and there.

10. The Labour ? arty, despite its handicaps and

uncertainties, does nevertheless, in comparison with the

two other parties, offer something different, and is

therefore better fitted than Fine Gael to benefit from the

current atmosphere of discontent and boredom with the

establishment.

11. Neither opposition party can hope on its own to

win more seats than Fianna Fail. The real question is

whether the two parties between them can win enough seats

to deprive Fianna Fail of its present absolute majority.

Tney stand a very reasonable chance of doing so, and

/indeed 
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indeed the bool<:rn&.ers' 
most probable result. 
a last minute rally to 
home by a short head; 
way. 

quotations indicate this as the 
For my ovm part I rather thinl<: that 

F:iama Fail may just see that party 
but it will be a near thing either 

12. If in fact there should be a result whidh gives no
si�le party an absolute majority, then the situation is
complicated by the reiterated decla,ration of Mr. Corish 
on behalf of his �Jarty that Labour will never enter into a 
coEi,li tion with Fine Gael. ih0\ Mr. Corish wants to see 
is a coalition betvveen Fianna,lnd Fine Gael, since the 
consequence would be to produce an authentic and 
meaningful polariffition of Irish political life and to set 
an end to the shadow-boxing between two parties whose 
op1)osi tion to each other is set in a mould of bad history; 
the main beneficiary would be the Labour Party, which 
would acquire the presti,:_;e and prospects of being the 
titular and effective OJposi tion. 1.1'hether the election 
will enable this possibility to emerge, and whetiier if it 
does Mr. Corish will stand by his words against the 
temptation of office, are questions which will fall to be 
considered after 18 June. 

13. I had almost overlool<:ed one of the Irish political
parties, one which will provide no members at all for the
next Dail - Sinn Fein which is the legal mask for the
illegal Irish Republican Army or I.R.A., Sinn Fein which
is the �arent of both Fiarma Fail and Fine Gawl and now
despises both of its offspring. The rnain point about Sinn
Fein at the moment is its apparent quiescence; it has
so far found no issue which will secure for it the
requisite degree of publicity. Such an issue, an issue

/which 
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------

which if properly exploited might enable it to wield 

serious influence both direct (-l,nd indirect on the political 

lif'e of Ireland, n.::1.s been mc.-,turing in Ulster for the past 

eight months; but happily f'or Irelc..1.nd, f·or Ireland as 

a whole, tha,t Jot seems to hL\Ve gone of'f the boil at a 

rather fortunc.te rnornent. Let us hope it stays that way. 

I h�ve the honour to be 

Witn the highest respect, 

Sir, 

Your Obedient Servant 

A.G. 
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