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What happened? 
 
The Irish Labour party has had a disastrous election and has lost almost all but 7 seats in the Dáil 
(Parliament), down from 37 seats won in 2011. Ireland now joins Estonia, Latvia, Hungary, Poland, 
and Greece where social democrats are an endangered species. So far only Italy has managed to 
recover its Social Democratic party through a series of mergers and popular leadership; but not 
every party, in particular small ones, have a Matteo Renzi waiting in the wings. Nor is it a 
recommended solution in countries that have already tried third way politics and seen it fail. 
While Irish Labour has never held a majority and has generally been a small party sandwiched 
between the two main centre right civil war parties, Fianna Fáil (FF) and Fine Gael (FG), it has 
undeniably been a major driver of positive social change over its 104 year history.  
After being the junior partner in a government which has returned Ireland to economic growth, 
Labour has been singled out for punishment. There are indicators as to who exactly has done the 
punishing. In Ireland we use a single transferable voting system; this means that a citizen can 
vote for several people in order of preference: 1, 2, 3, etc. rather than for one person from one 
party. For example, as a Labour voter I give my number 1 to the Labour candidate, but I like green 
policies so I give my number 2 to the Green candidate, I give my number 3 to another progressive, 
and so on until my final vote goes to the person or party I dislike the most. When the votes are 
counted, transfers (numbers other than 1) are distributed as smaller candidates are eliminated. 
In this election there are some repeating patterns across the country. Voters for a new party 
called the Anti-Austerity Alliance (AAA) transferred votes heavily to Sinn Féin (nationalists) and 
vice versa. This was the protest vote, for parties that campaigned largely against water charges 
and property taxation:  it very visibly did not transfer to Labour, or to other progressives. It is this 
vote based on anger that makes the Irish election a very European election indeed.  

The net beneficiaries of the transfer system this time was FF. The Labour party battled it out for 
final seats across the country, and in many cases it was the transfers to FF that got their 
candidates the extra votes they needed to take those seats from Labour. This return to the party 
that helped cause the property and banking bubble in Ireland is nothing new, it happened in 
Iceland in 2013. Again it is a clue to what is happening in European politics. 
Voters for another new party called the Social Democrats (SD), consisting of many former Labour 
members, gave a large proportion of their transfers to Labour upon elimination. Even more 
markedly, was the transfer rate between Labour and Green Party candidates. Labour, the SD and 
the Greens now hold a combined progressive vote of only 12 in a parliament of 158. This is huge 
drop in support for the progressive side of politics is another indicator of what is going on.  
 

So what is going on? 
 
Two things are happening to the Irish electorate that are also happening to other European 
electorates. The first is obvious to everyone: as a result of austerity and squeezed welfare 
systems, an angry vote has grown stronger. This vote is anti-establishment, vocal, and its 
concerns are very real; concerns which politics on the progressive part of the spectrum has failed 
to address. We are often the coalition parties supporting government cuts, in some cases we are 
the government cutting welfare and services. While this angry section of the electorate was 
never before large, they never really voted against progressive parties. They do now, they feel 
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betrayed and they are looking for people or parties anywhere on the political spectrum that will 
help them voice their feeling of betrayal.  
The second lesson we can take from the Irish election is that as times of economic uncertainty 
continue, people become less likely to want change and more likely to want things to return to 
some nostalgic version of the past. This is not necessarily an economically conservative vote as 
many people would like pensions, health services, and public services to be reinvested in, but it 
does vary from country to country. In Ireland this vote returned to FF, the party of many people’s 
parents and grandparents, they want the comfort of an idealised Ireland that it emotes, even if 
that idea now includes property bubbles and unsustainable public finances. In other European 
countries though, this nostalgic vote is taking a nasty turn as people see the refugee crisis as a 
threat to their idealised identity. Conservatism is still defined as any political philosophy that 
favours tradition in the face of external forces for change: what we have failed to identify is that 
“external forces for change” now means imposed austerity measures, refugees, and an 
uncertain future. Conservatism is changing and we are failing to recognise it.  
 

What next? 
 
There are lessons that parties such as the PvdA in the Netherlands, or the PS France can learn 
before their next elections. First, progressives are not necessarily doing anything wrong, the 
electorate of 5 years ago that wanted change and recovery has now turned into an electorate 
that wants safety and to voice its frustration. What was offered 5 years ago is no longer what 
people want: they do not vote based on past achievements, they vote based on what kind of 
future is on offer. Secondly people vote based on their emotions, and anger kills political parties. 
Anger is caused by a sense of helplessness, so the first thing to address is why progressive voters 
feel helpless and cut the anger off at the source. On paper this is very simple: parties should not 
be offering austerity, if people want austerity they will vote for Christian Democrats, not for 
progressives, and they will punish us for punishing them. Finally, we need to recognise that there 
is part of the conservative vote that can be taken. As European demographics change people 
want to know that they will be secure in their old age, that waiting lists in hospitals are short, that 
their families can afford childcare and will get a job.  No voter will believe progressives can deliver 
these services while we are cutting funding to them. Be warned, Irish Labour tried to protect the 
most vulnerable by going into government to soften the impact of austerity, but still had to work 
with austerity budgets. Now that Labour is heading back into opposition how will our elected 
representatives oppose austerity without looking like hypocrites?  They can’t, but they must, and 
Labour’s recovery will take years, but Labour will recover.  
For Irish Labour, after bad elections one of the first reactions is to begin a deep inward search, to 
find some principle that has been overlooked, some keystone of our thought that has been 
forgotten. While it is admirable to carry out such an introspective analysis, and it is important to 
remain true to our principles, the activity of doing so straight after a bad result can be 
counterproductive and open up rifts between the different ideological sections. A large section 
of the Labour membership already have done this introspective exercise, and they split off to 
form the Social Democrats or to run as independents. While any remerger of Labour and Social 
Democrats is unlikely for now, an alliance, including the Greens, may allow progressives to carve 
out, and grow, a space in the new political environment that this election has resulted in. In many 
ways our voters are similar, but it is where they are different that the key to recovery lies. The SD 
have managed to hold on to many lower income and young voters that Labour has lost, the 
Greens have managed to recover their higher income urban voters, while Labour still has the 
potential to recover its links with the Trade Union movement and, perhaps, with public servants. If 
these three parties do not ally with each other we are faced with further cannibalization of our 
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already shrinking electorate. By agreeing to work together to direct our resources towards our 
different strengths perhaps we can form an intelligent opposition different, more inclusive, and 
more progressive, than anything Ireland has seen before.  


