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Dear Editor,

Pat Muldowney (Writeback 22 April) has again paid homage to the result of the December 1918 general election declaring “Ireland exercised the right of self-determination by voting to be independent”. This certainly is the way many nationalists and most Republicans view the matter, believing it an irrevocable act of will by the ‘Irish people’, one which constituted (until 1998) the last guiding decision of that people. Mr Muldowney also believes that as the London Government did not immediately uproot itself from Ireland then its rule was illegitimate and its “drastic methods” in dealing with ‘the freedom struggle’ indefensible. 

The problem with such a simplistic almost biblical of view of history is that the 1918 poll was many things - but it was not a referendum. It was firstly a United Kingdom general election, as Mr Muldowney notes and thus if a referendum on Irish independence many more millions voted for parties opposed to a separate Irish state than for such a policy. As always the unit of self-determination in which to hold the vote is the key issue. Should it have been the UK as a whole, the island of Ireland, the southern twenty-six counties, Ulster’s nine counties or the six counties that later became Northern Ireland? If you can choose the unit you can determine the result so other factors inevitably have to come into play.

1918 was also the first general election held for eight years and had a vastly wider franchise (now unrelated to property for men) than ever before, which brought in millions of working class males, and for the first time (most) women - effectively trebling the number of voters. 

Even accepting the notion that the vote in Ireland in 1918 constituted a referendum what was the question being asked? Everyone knew that the degree of Home Rule (or separation) being sought was important but as the result indicated only too clearly the fact that there were conflicting rights of self-determination on the island made it plain the issue was insoluble in those terms. This was exactly the reason Home Rule had been so contentious and why the Liberal Government decided to put it on ice for the duration of the war. Ironically it was the Dominion status proposal of the Irish Party that Sinn Fein ended up accepting in the Treaty after a lot of “drastic methods” were somewhat needlessly undertaken by them in the war of independence - while the Ulster Unionists became besotted and corrupted by the Home Rule provided for Northern Ireland. 

Technically Sinn Fein had a near wipe out victory over the Irish Parliamentary Party of John Redmond (who had died in March 1918) but the lines between the two parties had become blurred in the two years since the Rising.  Indeed in the unity forged over resistance to conscription, the Nationalist Party failed even to contest twenty-five seats (seventeen in Munster) - handing them unopposed to Sinn Fein. The election can therefore hardly be called a referendum when a quarter of the Irish electorate was not even able to cast a vote!  

Where there was a choice in the north (although not in the south) either Redmondites or Sinn Feiners were to head the poll. The Nationalists won five seats in Ulster largely due to a deal arranged by Cardinal Logue to prevent Unionist victories through vote splitting. In South Down Eamon de Valera for Sinn Fein received only 33 votes - not even 1%, while in South Armagh (in a straight fight with a Nationalist) the Sinn Fein candidate did only slightly better amassing 79 votes. 

The fact that the Catholic electorate was not distinctively voting for separation is revealed by comparing some of the results especially where both parties were standing. In East Donegal the Nationalist got 7,596 votes (the Unionist 4,797) while Sinn Fein received 46 votes - yet in South Donegal, with no unionist candidate it was 5,787 votes for Sinn Fein to 4,752 for the Nationalist. In Tyrone NE it was 56 votes for Sinn Fein against the Nationalist’s 7,596 but in adjacent Tyrone NW where no Nationalist ran the Sinn Fein candidate polled 10,442 votes. In other words the Catholic electorate was not voting on separation just choosing the stronger anti-unionist candidate.  

Ireland had 105 seats at Westminster and aside from Rathmines in Dublin and the two TCD university seats, the Unionists won twenty-three in what is now Northern Ireland, making a total of twenty-six. The Irish Parliamentary Party was annihilated holding only six and losing over sixty seats despite Joe Devlin heavily defeating de Valera (again) in the Falls division of Belfast by 8488 to 3245 votes. Redmond’s Waterford seat was their only other unadulterated victory although T.P. O’Connor also retained his Liverpool seat. Sinn Fein won seventy-three constituencies while several like Eoin MacNeill ended up with two seats. Labour who had pulled out in the south under instructions ‘to wait’ polled better in Belfast than Sinn Fein.

In percentage terms Sinn Fein did not get a majority of the votes cast - only 47% while unionists received 29.2%, nationalists 22.6% and Labour 1.2%. The result certainly showed that Sinn Fein was now the dominant nationalist force but they had nothing to offer the north. In time pretending the 1918 poll was a referendum lead only to legitimisation of the second vastly longer and even more pointless IRA war. It simply demonstrated then and now the existence of a problem of conflicting nationalities each with defensible territory - soluble in the event of conflict only by partition.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon

