
The media narrative regarding the 
Corrib Garda rape remarks played out 
with sickening predictability. Sticking 
as closely as possible to the Garda Press 
Office line, the news media decided that 
this was an isolated incident: yes, it was 
inappropriate for Gardaí to joke about 
raping captive women, but the matter 
is under investigation, and anyway it’s 
all just a bit of private banter between 
colleagues. No need for a wider discus-
sion about societal attitudes towards 
women, or about the militarised polic-
ing of political protest in North Mayo 
and elsewhere. Up popped Kevin My-
ers to explain why men are the real 
victims here, oppressed by the ‘polit-
ically-correct’ thought police, while 
Vincent Browne informed us that rape 
jokes “are just part of the lingo of Irish 
males” and that’s that.

Aidan Rowe

But, of course, these Gardaí didn’t make their 
comments in a vacuum – they made them at 
a specific time, in a specific place and within 
a specific cultural context. They are reflective 
both of a culture in which sexist and patriarchal 
attitudes and structures still pertain, and of a 
police force which is given free reign to act with 
extreme brutality in the repression of protest 
around the Corrib project.

In an Irish Independent piece on April 10th, we 
are told “no one was ever in any danger of being 
raped. You can’t get raped by a joke.” The prob-
lem is that jokes are never just jokes. Banter is 
never just banter. Jokes help to create a culture 
in which men have power over women, to re-
inforce sexist attitudes in men, to dehumanise 
women, and to trivialise the horrendous crime 
of rape which, overwhelmingly, is committed 
by men against women. We live in a society in 
which women are expected to laugh politely 
when crude sexist jokes are aimed at them for 
fear of being labelled a “humourless bitch”; 
where comedy clubs are thronged with “edgy” 
comics each trying to be more offensive that the 
other, using misogynistic language while hid-
ing behind the defense of “irony”, and if women 
complain, it’s because they’re not sophisticated 
enough to get the joke. Casual sexism, of which 
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rape jokes are an extreme form, creates a con-
text in which men feel superior to women, in 
which some men feel entitled to rape, and in 
which raped women are afraid to report the 
crime because of the prevalence of such at-
titudes. Only about one in 10 women who are 
raped report the crime, and just 7 per cent of 
the reported cases go to court.

Meanwhile, speaking at the Garda Representa-
tive Association conference, Minister for Jus-
tice Alan Shatter accused Corrib protesters of 
“exploiting” the controversy “for their own po-
litical ends... with the aim of undermining trust 
in the Garda Síochána and of compromising 
the policing of the dispute.” 

Dublin Shell to Sea spokesperson Caoimhe 
Kerins said: “This is a bizarre outburst from 
Mr Shatter. The people who have under-
mined trust in An Garda Síochána are those 
Gardaí who have, for several years now, re-
sorted to violence, intimidation and abuse to 
deter peaceful protest.” 

The Garda comments, seen in this context, are 
clearly not “just a joke”, but part of the atmo-
sphere of intimidation and violence that sur-
round the State’s policing in defence of Shell, 
which has lead to countless people being in-

jured, some seriously. Willie Corduff, one of 
the Rossport Five jailed for his opposition to 
the project, was beaten up in the dead of night 
inside a Shell compound, while leading cam-
paigner Pat O’Donnell had his fishing boat 
seized and sunk by masked and armed men at 
sea. Also, former security employees from the 
Shell compound travelled to Bolivia to take part 
in an attempted coup (with one of them, Mi-
chael Dwyer, being shot dead by police). 

This is not the first time threats of sexual vio-
lence have been used against female activists 
by Gardaí, with the wife of another leading lo-
cal campaigner, John Monaghan, having also 
been a victim. The failure of the media to treat 
the Garda remarks as anything other than an 
isolated incident of inappropriate banter, and 
to raise important questions regarding either 
the sexist attitudes which pervade Irish soci-
ety (and specifically in the “canteen culture” 
of the Gardaí), the violent policing of the Cor-
rib protests, or indeed the giveaway of bil-
lions of euros worth of oil and gas, is entirely 
consistent with their role as the servants of 
the wealthy and powerful, and their estab-
lished pattern of ignoring or downplaying the 
violent actions of the Gardaí and the private 
security working for Shell in North Mayo. 
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them and you save our institutions, 
our society.” Four of these men, 
Parsons, Engel, Spies and Fischer, 
were hanged, while another man, 
Lingg, committed suicide in his cell 
and the three other men sentenced 
to lengthy jail terms.

May Day has since become a tradi-
tion of celebration of how far we 
have come in the struggle for de-
mocracy and freedom, a symbol 
of resistance, of people power and 
direct action. Every year, work-
ers globally gather to celebrate the 
social and economic achievements 
our struggle has gained so far. One 
of the largest May Days in Ireland 
in recent years was in 2004, When 
an EU summit in Dublin clashed 
with our annual holiday. A week-
end of activities was organised cel-
ebrating May Day and opposing the 
capitalist agenda of the summit.

May Day today poses the question 
- why should we continue to cele-
brate? Well, we should never forget 
our history or the potential we have 
to take control back of our lives. 
Here in Ireland, the labour move-
ment has forced the bosses and 
the state to give many concessions 
around workplace conditions and 
basic social needs. We are well ca-
pable of defending these gains and 
of going on to win much more.

The struggle against capital-
ism and authority is constant 
but each year on May Day the 
labour movement takes time 
out to celebrate its history and 
achievements. Rather than 
dwell on the hardships of strug-
gle we take to the streets and re-
member what it is we are aim-
ing for - the emancipation of 
our class. Climbing a mountain 
means paying close attention 
to the ground you walk but it’s 
important to look up now and 
again in order to focus on ex-
actly where it is you’re headed.

May Day’s association with class 
struggle stems from the trade union 
movement in the nineteenth cen-
tury which fought for an eight hour 
working day. Their demands re-
mained unheeded and direct action 
was then seen as the most effective 
way of creating change. Workers 
and unions set a date of May 1st 
1886 on which workers would cre-
ate the eight hour day themselves.

On this day an estimated half a mil-
lion people took to the streets across 
America. In Chicago, where anar-
chists were the strongest organised 
force among workers, violent inci-
dents involving police and strikers 
led to a crackdown on the labour 
movement by state forces. Eight well-
known anarchists of the time were 
arrested and prosecuted as part of a 
campaign of terror aimed at crush-
ing the strike movement.

Their subsequent trial closed with 
State Attorney Grinnell’s speech: 
“Law is on trial. Anarchy is on tri-
al. These men have been selected, 
picked out by the Grand Jury, and 
indicted because they were leaders. 
There are no more guilty than the 
thousands who follow them. Gen-
tlemen of the jury; convict these 
men, make examples of them, hang 
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unfolding across North Africa and the 
Middle East entitled “Arab Spring,” 
with speakers to be announced, other 
sessions by Irish based Revolution-
ary Anarcha-Feminist Group (RAG), 
Choice Ireland and Shell to Sea.

Alongside all of the above will be the 
Bookfair itself, with a host of stalls 
from home and abroad; AK Press, 
Rebel County Books, the Irish La-
bour History Society, the Anarchist 
Federation, Shell to Sea, RAG, the 
IPSC, the WSM book service stall 
and many more. 

A WSM leaflet for the Bookfair a cou-
ple of years ago stated that it “is really 
a day out of the ordinary; a day away 
from the mundane, where the best 
thing to leave with is not the book, or 
pamphlet, or badge you’ve just spent 
your hard earned money on, but the 
experience of the day itself.” The An-
archist Bookfair is a great opportunity 
to mingle, meet, and talk to not only 
anarchists, but activists from all walks 
of life, as well as the large contingent 
of passers-by and interested onlook-
ers that it always attracts. Come along, 
drop by the WSM stall and say hello! 

A Day Out of the Ordinary
The Dublin Anarchist Bookfair

WorkersSolidarity112

It’s the time of year again that 
the Workers’ Solidarity Move-
ment is busy finalising the last 
minute details for our annual 
Anarchist Bookfair. Much has 
changed since we first began 
the venture back in 2006, not 
least the scale of the event, but 
also the implosion of the Celtic 
Tiger and its catastrophic effect 
on Irish society.

Ciaran O’Muireadhaigh

The Bookfair has grown in size each 
year, starting out with numbers in 
the hundreds at the first event in the 
St. Nicholas of Myra Hall in the Lib-
erties, then moving on to the Teach-
ers Club for a couple of years, where 
numbers attending swelled so much 
we were forced to switch to Liberty 
Hall. In our first year there (2009), 
we brought you ex- Black Panther 
turned Anarchist Ashanti Alson and 
author of “Free Women of Spain” 
Martha Ecklesberg. The following 
year we heard from the authors of 
“The Lost Revolution”, Scott Millar 
and Brian Hanley, along with an ex-
clusive screening of “Meeting Room,” 
a documentary about the Concerned 

Parents Against Drugs movement of 
the 1980’s in Dublin, introduced by 
one of its producers, Brian Gray.

This year, for the most part, the meet-
ings reflect the current state of world 
affairs. In a meeting entitled “Periph-
eral Visions,” a range of speakers from 
the countries of the EU that are being 
targeted for IMF/ECB intervention 
speak out on direct rule from the those 
institutions and the struggle against 
austerity. Confirmed at the time of 
writing are anarchists from Portugal 
(Manuel Baptista) and Spain (Manu 
Garcia) as well as anarchist speakers 
from Greece and Ireland. 

Wayne Price (of the North Eastern 
Federation of Anarcho-Communists) 
from New York will speak on “Anar-
chism & Socialism: Reformism or Rev-
olution?” and Gariel Kuhn (author of 
Soccer versus The State) speaks on the 
subversive side of sport, while Conor 
McCabe of Dublin Opinion and Irish 
Left Review looks at matters closer to 
home, with a session based around his 
new book (out in June) called “Sins of 
the Father: Tracing the Decisions That 
Shaped the Irish Economy.” There will 
also be a meeting on the current events 
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since added $1.4 million and the regional 
Walloon government of Belgium $415,000. 
Italy has offered a ‘debt swap’, to the tune of 
$35 million. Germany, one of the earliest to 
voice support, pulled out after Angela Merkel 
assumed power. Contributions from private 
business and social institutions have brought 
the fund up to $38 million by February 2011. 

Ecuador says it hopes to obtain $100 million 
in contributions by the end of 2011. If the 
$100 million is not forthcoming, the Correa 
government will, it is expected, decide to pro-
ceed with oil drilling in the rain forest.

As can be easily seen, $38 million after 2 years 
is a long way off the target of $100 million by 
the end of 2011. Moreover, $100 million is 
a long way off $3.5 billion over 13 years. So 
unless there is some kind of revolution in 
the thinking of the international community, 
these targets will not be met and the oil will 
be extracted and the rain forest destroyed. 
But could it have been any different?

The global recession that began in 2008 was, 
in part, caused by high oil prices, which cre-
ated uncertainty as to economic forecasts. 
Now, again, with the intervention in Libya, it 
can be argued that part of the rationale was 
to prevent a protracted civil war which would 
limit access to Libya’s oil and continue to 
drive up prices. So why would the capitalist 
powers be willing to pay Ecuador to leave the 
oil in the ground, inevitably pushing up oil 
prices to a greater or lesser degree?

In previous issues, we examined as-
pects of the challenge of climate change. 
We have argued that carbon trading is 
merely an enclosure of the atmospher-
ic commons, while carbon offsets are 
a form of neo-colonialism whereby the 
“developed north” continues to pollute 
while the “global south” are paid not 
to (please see: wsm.ie/content/high-
price-lot-hot-air and wsm.ie/content/
offsetting-democracy). Another, more 
radical, proposal is one based on pre-
vention, that is, the non-extraction of 
fossil fuels. The argument is that once 
extracted, the use of fossil fuels is in-
evitable, and that any mechanisms to 
mitigate the increase in CO2 emissions 
will be unworkable.

Mark Nolan

In this light, it is useful to consider the ex-
ample of Ecuador. Ecuador boasts some of 
the highest levels of biodiversity in the world. 
It also boasts large deposits of oil. Unfortu-
nately, the two coincide - the oil being mainly 
under the rain forests in the east of the coun-
try. Having been controlled by right-wing 
governments for much of the time since oil 
was first discovered in the 1960s, the petro-
chemical industry has enjoyed doing what it 
does best - making massive profits while de-
stroying the environment and polluting the 
local water supply.

After these decades of neo-liberal pillage, 
Ecuador elected a leftist, Rafael Correa, in 
late 2006. A constitution that guaranteed 
the “rights of nature” soon followed. This 
is the context in which Correa announced 
that Ecuador had decided not to extract the 
crude oil discovered in the ITT field located 
in the Yasuni National Park.

The Yasuni National Park is one of the most 
biodiverse sites on Earth, covering 982,000 
hectares. The ITT field is about 20% of the 
total park area with 846 million barrels of 
recoverable oil reserves which are estimated 
to be worth $7.25 billion (at present value). 
Non-extraction would also avoid an estimat-
ed 407 million tonnes of CO2 emissions.

Under the Yasuni-ITT initiative, Ecuador 
proposed that the international commu-
nity contributes $3.6 billion over 13 years. 
However, very quickly, negotiations for the 
project almost collapsed. International sup-
port was slow to appear, and Ecuador went 
though three different foreign ministers and 
three negotiating teams. So far, there have 
been limited contributions. Chile was the 
first to contribute with $100,000. Spain has 

Furthermore, what kind of precedent would 
this set? If Ecuador’s offer was met with hard 
cash, it would be a green light to countries 
such as Venezuela, Morocco, Uganda and 
even Ireland to propose similar projects. 
In general, the challenge for capitalism, is 
to transition to a post-fossil fuel world, as 
cheaply as possible, while maintaining prof-
its and economic growth - quite a feat of jug-
gling. So how could Ecuador’s project of non-
extraction fit in with this transition?

There are other other complications, too. How 
do you put a price on the “non-extraction of 
oil”? It may be valued at $3.6 billion now, but 
what if oil jumps ten-fold in price? Is there 
not a financial pressure then to extract the oil 
and pay back the original donors?

Despite these complications, this is not to 
argue that the Ecuadorean proposal is not a 
nice idea. It is, in principle - and one of the 
few proposals on the table that might avert 
runaway climate change. But we live under 
capitalism. In a system based on competition 
and the profit motive, the idea of an solitary, 
small state such as Ecuador, being able to 
propose and benefit from such a project is, 
unfortunately, absurd. Climate change is a 
global problem, one caused by the capitalist 
powers and suffered disproportionately by 
the global south. A global solution is required. 
But a global solution is effectively impossible 
under capitalism. If it is to be solved, it will be 
done so from the bottom up.
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Thinking About Anarchism: The State
Anarchists are those socialists 
who are anti-authoritarian, who 
place great stress on liberty and 
workers’ control. For this reason, 
we want to abolish the state at the 
same time as we abolish the divi-
sion of society into a boss class 
and a working class.

Alan MacSimoin

When a minority class rules, it needs 
its own institutions to enforce its rule. 
It needs a legal system to put the stamp 
of approval on its ownership of the 
means of production. It needs a stand-
ing army to protect its interests from 
both external and internal challenges. 
It needs a way of convincing the work-
ing majority that all is fair. The state is 
put forward as the ‘impartial’ guaran-
tor of their rights.

Whatever the exact system of govern-
ment, the point is that the majority 
have relatively little power over their 
own lives. Whether they have their 
power taken away or they actually give 
it away to politicians in the polling sta-
tion does not alter the fact that the ma-
jority are left without real control over 
society. The State only serves a pur-
pose when a small class of bosses rules. 
It is a means of keeping a minority in 
charge. It has no other use.

Socialism is about the working class 
taking control of industry and doing 
away with exploitation. It is about pro-
duction to meet needs, co-operation 
and workers’ direct control.

Can this new society be ruled by a small 
grouping organised in a state struc-
ture? Of course not. How could anyone 
seriously propose that a minority rule 
a society where there would be no rule 
by minorities!

But there will always be a need for ad-
ministration, planning, defence and so 
on. We don’t need the old structures 
for this. The way we will tackle these 
tasks will have to reflect the new soci-
ety. Certainly specialists will work at 
their jobs but they will be under the 
supervision of delegates elected from 
the workers’ councils. Power will come 
from below with everyone able to have 
their say about decisions that affect 
them.

Delegates will carry the decisions to 
local, national and eventually inter-
national level. If the delegates don’t 

After a quiet start to the year, politi-
cal activity for the WSM picked up 
on a number of fronts in March and 
April. We were involved (as part 
of the 1% Network) in organising 
street theatre at the Central Bank in 
Dublin, aiming to highlight the fact 
that, no matter who is government, 
the same wealthy elite is still in 
power (see www.wsm.ie/c/kenny-
gilmore-puppets-string-wealthy).  
Also in Dublin, we supported pick-
ets at the “Courts of Justice” in 
support of Gerard McDonnell, who 
is facing charges in relation to a 
“floating picket” carried out dur-
ing the protracted strike at MTL in 
Dublin docks in 2009 (see  http://
www.wsm.ie/c/protest-courts-jus-
tice-mtl-striker). Our members at-
tended the Feminist Walking Tour, 
organised by Choice Ireland, on In-
ternational Womens Day  (http://
www.wsm.ie/c/dub-feminist-walk-
ing-tour-2011). We were also pres-
ent at the Dail protest following the 
garda rape threat to female Shell to 
Sea activists in Mayo.

Down South, our Cork branch remains 
busy running a series of activities in our 
“Solidarity Books” venue. As well as 
film nights, board game evenings and 

do their job they will be stood down 
and new ones elected. In this structure 
there is no way that any gang of power-
seekers could take over, yet the affairs 
of society can be organised in a most 
efficient manner.

Defence of the revolution against its 
enemies would not fall to a standing 
army but to the whole people trained 
and armed in militias. This makes im-
possible any chance of the army be-
coming divorced from the people and 
led into a coup by power-hungry offi-
cers. 

Any attempt to create a ‘socialist state’ 
will only lead to a new ruling class. It 
can never lead to economic and human 
liberty. Either the working class has a 
direct hold on power or someone else 
does, there is no middle ground.

WORKERS SOLIDARITY 121ANALYSIS

the weekly vegan café, they are hosting 
“Spring Talks” fortnightly through April 
and May covering topics such as child wel-
fare and class, the role of women in farm-
ers rights, abortion in Ireland and Cork 
Labour in the 1916 – 1922 period. Check 
out the Solidarity Books facebook page 
for more details. Elsewhere, our members 

www.anarchistblackcat.org

A friendly and respectful online discus-
sion board for anarchists of all stripes 
and those just interested in seeing what 
anarchists think.

were involved in organising activities for 
International Womens Day, including a 
meal, films and talks held in Douglas St. 
The branch continues its involvement in 
Cork United Against the Cuts’ and Social 
Welfare Defenders’ attempts to resist aus-
terity measures. 

Outside the urban centres, protests contin-
ued in Mayo against Shells recommence-
ment of work following the signing of the 
foreshore licences required by Pat Carey 
in the dying days of the last government. 
The WSM has had a presence there dur-
ing two weekends of Shell to Sea (http://
www.shelltosea.com/) actions carried out 
against Shell during April. There is a com-
prehensive resource of articles at http://
www.wsm.ie/rossport examining all as-
pects of the struggle.

As per the article elsewhere in this issue, 
we are now busy preparing for the 2011 
Anarchist Bookfair. Hopefully, the range 
of talks and the sharing of experiences 
of anarchists from outside Ireland will 
prove the catalyst for renewed efforts by 
us to both promote the anarchist message 
and get involved in the struggles that lie 
ahead. If you would like to share in this, 
please get in touch!

Anarchism & the WSM

Solidarity Books is a radical bookshop in Cork 
open for the past year. It has a wide selection 
of books on anarchism, socialism and Irish 
history. It also holds regular radical film nights 
and is a meeting space for progressive groups 
in the city. It is run by WSM.

Poster for the Spring Talks being held in Cork.

Irish Anarchist Review

The Workers Solidarity Movement is 
very pleased to announce the second 
issue of The Irish Anarchist Review. 
This magazine is dedicated to under-
standing the contemporary political, 
economic and social situation that 
confronts us, and finding ways to 
advance alternatives.

Contact us with your postal address 
if you would like to receive a copy or 
download a PDF from http://www.
wsm.ie/c/irish-anarchist-review-2

The state of Wisconsin has become the 
site of a very high profile showdown; 
the conservative governor there has 
been trying to introduce harsh new laws 
which would seriously harm public sec-
tor unions, laws which amount to an 
outright attack on workers’ rights. Under 
these proposals state employees would 
lose the right to bargain collectively, 
union dues would become voluntary and 
wouldn’t be deducted from pay cheques 
and unions would face a recertification 
vote every year with the union needing 
to win the votes of a majority of employ-
ees and not just of those voting.  

The ICTU’s “Union Post” reported that a 
survey has found that 42% of American 
millionaires claim they DON’T feel rich 
despite having at least a million dollars 
in investable assets in the bank.

According to Fidelity Investment, many 
of the 1,000 respondents felt they would 
need at least $7.5m to make them feel 
really wealthy.
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both first-hand accounts of the student pro-
tests, and more theoretical writings on the 
changing character of education, labour and 
student politics, as well as some historical 
flashbacks, in which, unsurprisingly, May 
68 features heavily.

In each section we get a flavour of the pecu-
liarities of the student movements in vari-
ous countries. In the UK, we encounter the 
raw anger of a generation of young people 
betrayed by the political system – first by 
Labour and then by the Liberal Democrats 
- who suddenly find themselves faced with 
the trebling of tuition fees, the scrapping 
of the Education Maintenance Allowance, 
and future of indebtedness and precarious 
work, if they’re lucky, and unemployment if 
they’re not. In France, on the other hand, the 
youth are well aware of their power as politi-
cal actors, having defeated right-wing gov-
ernment reforms on several occasions; but 
we also encounter a working-class divided 
along racial lines, with occasional clashes be-
tween the immigrant population of the ban-
liues and the proportionately more white/
middle-class student movement. In the US, 
unlike most of Europe, student occupations 
of their campuses are met almost immedi-
ately with swift and brutal police repression: 
with beatings and mass arrests. In North Af-
rica, then, we encounter student resistance 
against the crude and brutal face of capital-
ist imperialism: the Western-backed thugs 
and their repressive authoritarian regimes 
whose role is to maintain Western influence 
over some of the largest energy reserves in 
the world.

The Italian section, in particular, merits 
careful reading. In one particularly excel-
lent piece, we are given quite an in-depth 
discussion of the Bologna process, which 

The autumn and winter of 2010 saw 
the sudden and dramatic re-emer-
gence of radical student movements, 
with mass student uprisings taking 
place across Europe and the United 
States in opposition to both the aus-
terity measures being levelled against 
ordinary people as a result of the cri-
sis in capitalism, and the neoliberal 
restructuring of education accord-
ing to the needs of capital. Across 
the Western world, governments are 
introducing measures to transform 
universities into “factories of precari-
ous workers” - institutions devoted to 
the production of graduates equipped 
with the skills and ideas desired by 
industries increasingly reliant on im-
material and mental labour, turning 
ideas into profits. These employees 
must be willing to work in increas-
ingly precarious situations, either en-
tirely unpaid, or for increasingly low 
wages on increasingly short-terms 
contracts – a transformation that is 
increasingly meeting resistance from 
both students and academic staff, and 
which has only accelerated since the 
present crisis began. Meanwhile, in 
the Arab world, students have played 
a key role in the mass uprisings to 
topple Western-backed thugs such as 
Zine Ben Ali and Hosni Mubarak.

Aidan Rowe

Springtime is a collection of writings from 
those at the forefront of the student resis-
tance in the UK, Italy, France, California, 
Greece, and Tunisia (with brief mentions  
of Algeria and Egypt) – a kind of scrapbook 
of resistance, from a diversity of perspec-
tives and political backgrounds – featuring 

Review: Springtime, the New Student Rebellions

Review: Democratic Left 
- The Life and Death of 
an Irish Political Party
Kevin Rafter’s “Democratic Left: 
The Life and Death of a Political 
Party” is a study of its short lifespan 
from 1992, when it split from the 
Workers Party (WP), to 1999, when 
it merged with the Labour Party. As 
such, it can be seen as a compan-
ion piece to Scott Miller and Brian 
Hanley’s “The Lost Revolution”, a 
history of the Workers Party. Raf-
ter’s work, however, is somewhat 
different as it has an academic style, 
being his PhD thesis, which some 
may find off-putting. Nevertheless, 
it is an entertaining read for those 
with an interest in the dynamics of 
political organisations. All of the 
main protagonists were interviewed 
as part of Rafter’s research and in-
ternal party documents are widely 
referenced, so his version of events 
is reasonably accurate, one would 
suspect. 

From an anarchist perspective, the book 
is primarily a lesson in the problems 
faced by small political organisations with 
limited resources dependent on a small 
number of people carrying the workload. 
Given that Democratic Left (DL) were in 
power as part of the “Rainbow Coalition” 

with Fine Gael and Labour from 1994 to 
1997, and arguably punched above their 
weight in that arrangement, it may seem 
surprising that Des Geraghty, a leading 
figure in DL, wrote in 1993 that the party 
was “suffering from uncertainty, inse-

curity and self-recrimination (when we 
are not exchanging recriminations)”. In 
March 1998, an activist in Dublin North 
Central wrote, “DL is internally dysfunc-
tional and incapable of coherent activity.” 
Whether in government or not, through-
out their existence, DL were character-
ised by high levels of disorganisation, low 
member participation, confusion over 
their ideological allegiance, and financial 
difficulties. Meetings frequently involved 
long discussions about names and logos, 
whether the party was democratic social-
ist or social democratic and long strategic 
debates that presumably went nowhere 
given that it was eventually suggested to 
curtail meetings rather than address the 
problems faced. Indicative of the malaise, 
only 192 of the putative 900 members at-
tended their final conference when it was 
decided to wind up the party.

Rafter identifies a number of reasons for 
the failure of DL to survive as a political 
entity. Their position on Northern Ireland 
(being close to that of unionism) no longer 
differentiated them from other parties as 
the “peace process” gained momentum. 
Many of the social issues that the party 
had campaigned on, such as divorce and 
abortion, were resolved (to a point) dur-
ing the 90s. The party was also unable to 
outline a coherent economic programme, 
being unable to distinguish itself from any 
other brand of social democracy amidst 
the post-Berlin Wall ideological collapse 
of state socialism. While a lack of a clear 
political identity is not necessarily a prob-
lem (as evidenced by Fianna Fáil), for a 
small party it was critical, and the votes 
DL secured were largely for high-profile 

individuals rather than the party itself. 
Given all of the above, and ongoing finan-
cial difficulties (which were only resolved 
when Labour took over the DL’s debts 
post-merger, DL had been moving to-
wards revoking their ban on corporate do-
nations in 1998 to deal with the problem), 
some form of alignment with the Labour 
party became inevitable.

There are some problems with the book, 
including poor editing with some repeti-
tion of content. Rafter also puts a lot of 
store in an “expert” study on various poli-
cies of the political parties in the state in 
trying to demonstrate the problems DL 
faced in differentiating themselves from 
the pack. This study seemed to involve 
little more than reading party manifestos 
and the author’s liberal usage of its con-
clusions seems somewhat at odds with 
his own in-depth research. Also, his inter-
views are all with those who were either 
in the upper echelons of the party or gov-
ernment with no real attempt to get a DL 
grassroots view of events. So, for example, 
the decision to curtail meetings mentioned 
above could conceivably have been an ef-
fort by the leadership to restrict member-
ship participation in policy formation.

There is still another story to be told in the 
history of the WP/DL as conflict between 
these new Labour Party members and the 
old guard did not go away after 1999 but, 
given the current cabinet positions of for-
mer WP/DL members Eamon Gilmore 
and Pat Rabbitte, it will be some time yet 
before that gets an airing.

is changing the character of higher educa-
tion across Europe: directing universities 
towards the production and normalisation 
of precarious labour (a process in which 
students are simultaneously treated as 
consumers of a product, and raw materi-
als being transformed into commodities), 
devaluing degrees, turning universities into 
psuedo-corporations run by business elites, 
and pushing a greater and greater debt bur-
den onto students and their families. In or-
der to fulfil the dual tasks of producing more 
graduates for industry and maintaining the 
university’s role in sustaining class privilege, 
“diversified inclusion” mechanisms are em-
ployed to create a two-tier system,with the 
best opportunities being made available to 
the children of the wealthy.

The thread of Counterfire (a UK Trotsky-
ist group that broke away from the Social-
ist Workers’ Party in 2010) politics runs 
throughout the book, which brings an un-
fortunate element of sectarianism into the 
mix. In the introduction, for example, “fash-
ionable sections of the left” (i.e. anarchists 

and autonomists) are decried for denounc-
ing the state, while a substantial part of the 
UK section is devoted to arguing that the 
successes of the spontaneous, leaderless 
and decentralised student movement will 
come to nothing if they fail to adopt Lenin-
ist forms of leadership and organisation. 
Additionally, too much space is devoted to 
historical contextualisations, which often 
amount to little more than nostalgia for May 
68, Students for a Democratic Society et al., 
with very tenuous links to the modern day 
student rebellions, which are beautiful and 
inspiring entirely in their own right, and 
not as re-enactments of uprisings from over 
forty years ago.

But these are minor criticisms of what is ulti-
mately a fascinating, stimulating and inspir-
ing collection of texts. Where Springtime is 
most powerful is not in the complex theo-
retical and ideological discussions which the 
Left so loves to preoccupy itself with, nor in 
the rhetorical flourishes and analysis-poetry 
of some of the book’s more stylistically ac-
complished sections, but in the simple stuff: 
the individual experiences of betrayal, aban-
donment, despair, anger, radicalisation, 
and hope – of a generation abandoned by 
their supposed leaders both in mainstream 
politics and the supposed counter-power of 
the trade and student unions and the official 
left, learning to stand up for themselves to-
gether. As one young British Further Educa-
tion student put it:

“I used to moan at people who said politi-
cians were all liars and were all as bad as 
each other. I realise now how naive I was. 
Protesting against tuition fees has not only 
allowed me to express my opinion, it has al-
lowed me to grow up.”


