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Sum mary

This thesis uses the example o f  sub-Saharan as a framework through which to analyse 

the evolution o f  Irish foreign policy between 1955 and 1975. It was a period o f 

considerable change. W hen Ireland joined the United Nations in 1955 it ended a 

period o f  international isolation and allowed the Irish government to re-engage with 

international affairs and to re-state and re-defme the principles that governed its 

attitude to foreign policy. In the five years that followed its independent approach, 

particularly visible in its attitude to the decolonisation process, won it a considerable 

amount o f  support from across the political spectrum, and led later analysts to define 

the period as a kind o f  ‘golden age’ in Irish foreign policy. What followed through 

the emergence o f a vocal and increasingly radical group o f  newly-independent Afro- 

Asian states served to temper Irish enthusiasm. The involvement o f  Irish troops in the 

United Nations peacekeeping force in the Congo between 1960 and 1964 brought 

about a m aturity in the state’s attitudes to international affairs. The deaths o f  Irish 

troops brought home the very real sacrifices to be made in the pursuit o f  Ireland’s 

principles, and the detrimental effect o f  the Congo crisis on the United Nations 

highlighted the limitations to Ireland’s commitment to that organisation in the pursuit 

o f  international peace and stability.

The Congo crisis signalled a change in the international system that 

increasingly affected Irish foreign policy in the period under review here. As 

Ireland’s role came to be re-defined and its officials struggled to impose their vision 

o f  international affairs on the Afro-Asian group, from within Irish society the social 

change that followed economic development began to affect Irish attitudes to foreign 

affairs. Though somewhat limited by comparison with its W estern counterparts, the 

Irish public, inspired by the culture o f  protest prevalent in the West and increasingly 

visible after 1968, began to engage more widely with international issues. Sub- 

Saharan Africa was again to the fore, as the growth o f the Irish Anti-Apartheid 

M ovement and the swell o f public support for Biafra during the Nigerian civil war 

illustrated. Biafra also highlighted the importance o f Christian missionaries to 

Ireland’s relationship with the outside world, not only through their involvement in



the crisis itself, but through their influence in em phasising the growing im portance o f 

development assistance. M issionaries were crucial in stimulating not only the 

public’s response to the Biafran hum anitarian crisis, but the growth o f  Irish NGOs 

like Africa Concern (later Concern), Trocaire and Gorta. As those issues cam e to 

prominence in the eyes o f the Irish public, there was a visible shift in emphasis in the 

governm ent’s foreign policy. From the tim e o f its first application for m em bership in 

1961 and particularly as the accession process accelerated from the early 1970s, the 

EC grew to re-define the state’s international role. Com m unity m em bership brought a 

new set o f  responsibilities and influences and allowed Ireland to adapt its previous 

attitudes to foreign affairs to a new set o f  circumstances.

Adopting a mainly narrative and empirical approach, this thesis seeks to 

analyse how Irish foreign policy evolved from its isolation prior to 1955 to its 

position as President o f  the EC twenty years later, and the increased influence 

afforded to it by its membership o f the Community. It analyses the articulation o f 

Irish interests and the formation o f  an Irish diplomatic identity through its 

relationship with sub-Saharan Africa and looks at how that role was adapted in the 

changing international system. By situating Ireland’s experience in an international 

context, prim arily in relation to its moderate counterparts in Canada, Denmark, 

Finland, the Netherlands, Noi'way and Sweden, it examines the nature o f  Ireland’s 

policies and role in the international system and questions the extent to which that 

role could be described as a unique experience. In a sim ilar fashion, it analyses the 

relationship between civil society and foreign policy -  through groups like the Irish 

Anti-Apartheid M ovement and development NGOs, the encroachment o f  W estern 

political concepts on Irish public opinion and the adaptation o f  foreign policy to those 

changes. The thesis concludes with an examination o f  Ireland’s role as a m em ber o f 

the EC, the opportunities it offered, and the influence it had on foreign policy, 

particularly in the field o f  official developm ent assistance through the creation o f 

Ireland’s first overseas aid programme in 1974 and its role in the negotiation o f  the 

Lome Convention, a trade agreement between the EC and the developing world, 

signed under the first Irish Presidency o f  the Com m unity in 1975.
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Introduction

In O ctober 1957, alm ost tw o years after Ireland’s adm ission to the United N ations,

G .D. A nderson o f  the B ritish Em bassy in Dublin reported his view o f  the sta te’s

contribution to the organisation. The Irish delegation, he felt, had

reached the stage w here it is prepared to m ake independent initiatives, 
in the hope no doubt that they m ay prove to be constructive 
contributions to the w ork o f  the UN. It w ould be out o f  character for 
the Irish to becom e, or to give the appearance o f  becom ing, docile 
cam p follow ers o f  any bloc, even o f a W estern bloc, but . ..  providing 
the appearances o f  independent initiative and decision are preserved,
Irish delegations can be expected to work not to get too seriously out 
o f  step with the policies o f  the Western countries.'

A nderson’s assessm ent proved remarkably accurate, not only in the short-term  during

what has becom e know n as the ‘golden age’ o f  Irish m em bership to the early 1960s, but

in the changing dynam ics o f  a General A ssem bly increasingly dom inated by the

independent African and A sian states. Built on a desire to maintain the s ta te ’s

diplom atic independence, to pursue international stability (and, by the same token, its

own security) through international co-operation, and a natural sym pathy for the

policies o f  the W estern Powers, the Irish governm ent retained a com m itm ent to  its

principles even as the context and shape o f  its individual policies adapted to a changing

international environm ent. In the twenty years after 1955, the period under review  in

this study, the em ergence o f  a vocal Afro-Asian group and evolving patterns o f  Cold

W ar politics lent increasing com plexity to the conduct o f  international relations. The

issues o f  decolonisation and freedom from outside interference that dom inated the

United N ations in the late 1950s were transform ed into a re-assessm ent o f  the very

structures o f  the international system. Developing-w orld states em phasised the

necessity to prom ote econom ic developm ent and equality and by the m id-1970s they

had com e to call for the creation o f  a ‘New International Econom ic O rder’.

Though its principles remained fundam entally the same, Irish foreign policy

evolved to reflect this changing situation. The m anner in which it was articulated and,

equally im portantly, received, shaped the state’s m ove from post-w ar isolation on the

periphery o f  Europe to m em bership o f  the w orld’s m ost im portant regional grouping,

' Anderson to Preston, 12 Oct. 1957, National Archives o f  the United Kingdom (hereafter NAUK) 
Dominions Office (hereafter DO) 35/10625.



the EC, which it jo ined in 1973. This evolution from progressive m oderate to United 

N ations policem an and m ediator betw een Europe and the developing world called for a 

re-articulation o f  an Irish diplom atic identity constituted by reference to the state’s 

colonial past, m issionary heritage (in this case largely referring to C atholic 

m issionaries), republican character and subscription to an advanced definition o f  human 

rights. But as influences from outside the state’s boundaries helped to shape its role on 

the international stage, so too did changes from within Ireland affect the official attitude 

to foreign affairs. The evolution o f  Irish society in line with the country’s econom ic 

growth and broader patterns o f  social change sparked a relative increase in public 

interest in international issues. T he public agenda changed accordingly. Pressure groups 

like the Irish A nti-Apartheid M ovem ent (lA A M ) and developm ent N G O s like Gorta, 

Concern and Trocaire assum ed a prom inent role in re-defining the state’s relationship 

with the developing world in their advocacy o f  social justice, equality and econom ic 

developm ent. In this new environm ent those issues cam e increasingly to define the 

direction o f  governm ent policy. As the political context changed at the international 

level, official developm ent assistance (ODA) em erged to becom e the prim ary channel 

o f  contact between the Irish governm ent and its counterparts in the developing world. 

Its em erging im portance was closely intertw ined with broader changes. In February 

1975, under the state’s first presidency o f  the EC, Irish officials oversaw  the final 

negotiation o f  the Lom e C onvention, a trade agreem ent between the C om m unity and 

the A frican, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) states. The status Ireland courted as a form er 

colony able to em pathise w ith the concerns o f  the developing w orld but unavoidably 

European in character had by then been re-cast and there were hints o f  a new role for 

the state in international politics.

H is t o r io g r a p h y

Previous com m entators on Irish foreign policy have not addressed the com plex 

processes that brought Ireland to this point. W riting in 2005 M ichael Kennedy and 

Deirdre M cM ahon noted that accounts o f  Irish activity at the United N ations generally 

‘began in 1955 and petered out som e time in the early 1960s, the sim ple approach being 

to talk  o f  the Europeanisation o f  Irish foreign policy in the years surrounding Ireland’s

2



2
first application to the EEC in 1961’. The same was true, by extension, in broader 

com m entary on Irish foreign policy. The general histories o f  Ireland during this period 

tend to gloss over this transition, preferring to em phasise the social and political 

changes that affected the country rather than its role on the international stage. F .S.L. 

Lyons w rote glow ingly o f  Ireland’s role at the United N ations and the special 

understanding that its past engendered in responding to the plight o f  the developing 

world, w ithout giving any detailed exploration o f  the construction o f  those attitudes.^ 

Joseph Lee has referred only briefly to  Ireland’s role in international affairs, confining 

his com m ents to  the ‘solid w ork’ done by Irish officials in N ew  York."* Roy F oster’s 

com m ents w ere sim ilarly b rie f and his assessm ent o f  the later period limited to the 

m istaken assertion that ‘the influx o f  Third W orld m em bers [to the United N ations] in 

the 1960s m ade it easier to take an independent line’.̂  M ore recently, Diarmaid Ferriter 

has gone som e way to address this imbalance, taking greater cognisance o f  the 

im portance o f  international issues in the social history o f  the state, including b rie f 

allusions to the Irish reaction to the N igerian civil war, the activities o f  the lA AM , and 

the extent o f  Ireland’s role in the EC.^

T he situation, as A oife Bhreatnach has highlighted in w arning against the 

im position o f ‘a false dichotom y betw een moral and material aspects o f  foreign po licy’ 

or between EC and U nited Nations policies,^ was considerably m ore com plicated than 

these authors allow ed. The earliest specific w orks on foreign policy in this period, by 

Patrick K eatinge and T. Desm ond W illiam s, lacked the distance necessary to appreciate 

the depth o f  those changes, but did in fact provide an excellent assessm ent o f  Irish 

objectives.^ A ided by the insight o f  officials within the D epartm ent o f  Foreign A ffairs 

(DFA) -  particularly  W illiam s, w ho had ‘an inside line to Iveagh House [DFA

 ̂Michael Kennedy and Deirdre McMahon, introduction’, in Michael Kennedy and Deirdre McMahon 
(eds.), O bligations and responsibilities: Ireland and the United Nations, 1955-2005  (Dublin, 2005), p. 3. 
 ̂ F.S.L. Lyons, Ireland since the Famine (London, 1971), p. 594.
Joseph Lee, Ireland 1912-1985: politics and society  (Cambridge, 1989), p. 371.

 ̂ Roy Foster, Modern Ireland 1600-1972  (London, 1988), p. 570.
* Diarmaid Ferriter, The transformation o f  Ireland 1900-2000  (London, 2004), pp. 577-81, 685.
 ̂Aoife Bhreatnach, ‘Frank Aiken: European federation and United Nations internationalism’, Irish 

Studies in International Affairs, Vol. 13 (2002), p. 238.
® See in particular Patrick Keatinge, The form ulation o f  Irish foreign  po licy  (Dublin, 1973); Patrick 
Keatinge, A p lace  am ong the nations: Issues o f  Irish foreign  po licy  (Dublin, 1978); and T. Desmond 
Williams, ir ish  foreign policy, 1949-69’, in J.J. Lee {sd.), Ireland 1945-70  (Dublin, 1979), pp. 136-51.
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headquarters]’  ̂ -  they offer a wealth o f perceptive comments on the nature o f the 

policy-making process and o f  Ireland’s international status. Although neither author 

accorded a great deal o f space to sub-Saharan Africa, both were aware o f its 

importance. Keatinge in particular pre-figured several o f the dominant themes in this 

study in his references to the lAAM, Irish missionaries, the role o f  development 

assistance in foreign policy, and his exploration o f the principles that informed the 

state’s diplomatic identity.'” W illiams’ challenge to the ‘somewhat exaggerated’ view 

o f Ireland’s role at the United N ations”  hinted at another o f  the themes addressed here 

and one that is sorely missing from much o f the subsequent historical analysis; the 

extent to which Ireland’s relationship with the developing world made it ‘special’ in 

comparison, for example, with its moderate Western counterparts.

Keatinge, Williams and those that followed in their path in the 1980s laid the

foundation for a discipline that underwent a visible shift in 1991 with the expansion o f

the National Archives o f Ireland (NAI) in Dublin and the new wealth o f official sources
12that it offered to researchers. In the field o f foreign policy it provided opportunity to 

redress what Joseph Skelly described in !997 as an overly-simplistic approach adopted 

by previous historians: ‘scholars have worn out the mantra that Ireland’s influence was 

“out o f all proportion” to her size ... [while] others have too zealously deflated 

Ireland’s well-deserved reputation’.'^ Skelly’s Irish Diplomacy at the United Nations 

1945-1965: National Interests and the International Order (1997) offered an 

impressive introduction to the narrative o f this important period and successfully 

addressed many o f the misconceptions about Ireland’s role in its formative years at the 

United Nations with a more nuanced assessment o f its many motivations and 

influences. Building on a wealth o f previously under-utilised archival material, he shed 

considerable light on a wide number o f issues, including several addressed in this 

study: decolonisation, apartheid, and United Nations peace-keeping. The potential

 ̂M ichael Kennedy and Joseph Morrison Skelly , ‘The study o f  Irish foreign policy  from independence to 
internationalism ’, in M ichael K ennedy and Joseph M orrison Skelly (eds.), Irish  fo re ig n  p o lic y  1919-66: 

fro m  independence to in ternationalism  (Dublin, 2000), p. 18.
K eatinge refers to these issues across both his major works from the 1970s: K eatinge, Formulation', 

and K eatinge, P la c e  a m on g  the nations.
" W illiam s, ‘Irish foreign p o licy ’, p. 142.

For a brief description o f  the broader historiography o f  Irish foreign policy in this period, see  Kennedy 
and Skelly , ‘The study o f  Irish foreign p o licy ’, pp. 18-21.

Joseph M orrison Skelly , Irish d ip lom acy  a t the U n ited  N ations 1945-1965: na tiona l in terests a n d  the 
in terna tion a l o rd e r  (DubVin, 1997), p. 16.
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offered by his work, particularly the possibility o f  situating Irish policies in a broader 

com parative context, how ever, has not been m atched by subsequent research. There has 

been little interest, for exam ple, in exploring his prelim inary com m ents on the impact 

o f  peace-keeping on Irish foreign policy or the effect o f  the rise o f  the A fro-A sian bloc 

on Ireland’s international status.'"'

The m ost recent attem pt to do so, Greg Spelm an’s exam ination o f  Irish policy at 

the United N ations in the second h a lf  o f  the 1960s,'^ w as sufficiently broad to  capture 

the range o f  activities engaged in by the Irish governm ent during this period and shed 

som e light on issues such as the proposals for financing peace-keeping and the Irish 

plan to limit the spread o f  nuclear w eapons. In addition Spelm an was the first to 

exam ine in any great detail a num ber o f  issues relevant to this study: Namibia, 

apartheid, Portuguese A frica and Southern Rhodesia. His assertions that Ireland’s 

policies on decolonisation were ‘conspicuously divergent from W estern norm s’ and 

that its attitude to apartheid was ‘in contrast to the m ajority o f  W estern countries’,'^ 

how ever, present a view o f  Irish policies that requires further exam ination and are 

addressed by the conclusions reached in this study.

O ther aspects o f  Irish foreign policy continue to com m and greater attention.
18Already the subject o f  considerable research, the history o f  Irish participation in the 

United N ations peace-keeping m ission to the Congo (O N U C ) between I960 and 1964 

has been added to in recent years by a num ber o f  publications detailing Irish troops’ 

involvem ent in the incident at Jadotville in the autum n o f  1961 (see chapter tw o) and by

'■’ Ibid., pp. 2 7 7-83 , 289-91 .
G reg Spelm an, ‘Ireland at the United N ations, 1965-69: evo lv in g  policy  and changing presence’, in 

M ichael Kennedy and Deirdre M cM ahon (eds.), O bliga tions a n d  respo n sib ilitie s: Ire la n d  a n d  the United  
N ations. 1955-2005  (D ublin , 2 0 0 5 ), pp. 224-52 .

Ibid., p. 242.
’’ ibid., p. 252.

Edward Burke, ‘Ireland’s contribution to the United N ations M ission  in the C ongo (O N U C ): keeping  
the peace in K atanga’, in M ichael K ennedy and Deirdre M cM ahon (eds.). O bliga tion s an d  
respon sib ilities: Ire la n d  a n d  the U nited  N ations, 1 955-2005  (D ublin , 2 0 0 5 ), pp. 1 17-53; N in a  Heathcote, 
‘Ireland and the United N ations Operation in the C on go’, In tern a tion a l R ela tions, V ol. 3 , N o . 11 (M ay 
1971), pp. 880-902; Norm an J. M acQ ueen, ‘Irish neutrality: the United N ations and the peacekeeping  
experience, 1 9 4 5 -1 9 6 9 ’ (D .Phil., University o f  Ulster, 1981); Conor Cruise O ’Brien, To K a tan ga  and  
back: a U N  c a se  h istory  (U niversal Library ed.. N ew  York, 1966); and John Terence O ’N e ill, ‘Ireland’s 
participation in United N ations peacekeeping: a military perspective’, in M ichael K ennedy and Deirdre 
M cM ahon (eds.). O bliga tions a n d  respon sib ilities: Irelan d  a n d  the U n ited  N ations, 1 9 5 5 -2 0 0 5  (Dublin, 
20 0 5 ), pp. 2 99-317 .
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the limited efforts to collect so ld iers’ recollections.'^  O utside Katsum i Ishizuka and 

John Terence G ’N eiil’s attem pts to situate O NU C as part o f  a broader history o f  Irish 

peace-keeping, and the latter’s use o f  the Irish case to deconstruct the role o f  

peacekeepers in an international c o n t e x t , l i t t l e  has been done to relate the Irish 

experience either to broader patterns in governm ent policy or to the role o f  peace

keeping in the pursuit o f  foreign policy in an international context. A sim ilar affliction 

besets other recent w ork on Irish foreign policy in this period. W here K eatinge 

attem pted to analyse the interaction between different levels o f  decision-m aking -  ‘the 

policy-m aking m achinery’, the ‘dom estic environm ent’, and the ‘external 

environm ent’^' -  and to link it to w ider them es o f  international relations, the w ealth o f 

inform ation m ade available to researchers since 19 9 1 has led to a too narrow  focus on 

the official story, w hether told through the docum entation in the NAI or the respective 

national archives in London and W ashington.

There have how ever been a num ber o f  positive developm ents in recent years. 

The w ork o f  retired form er DFA Secretary G eneral Noel Dorr offers considerable 

insight into the foreign policy-m aking process, not least into the character o f  Frank

Aiken (M inister for External A ffairs between 1957 and 1969) and the rationale behind
22  • decision-m aking at the United N ations. Paul Sharp’s w ork on Irish foreign policy m

the EC introduced som e o f  the issues relating to Ireland’s international role and

relationship with the developing world expanded on in this s t u d y . D r a w i n g  on her

For a history o f  Irish involvem ent at Jadotville, see Rose D oy le  with Leo Quinlan, H eroes o f  
J a d o tv ille : the so ld iers  ’ s to ry  (D ublin , 2006); John Terence O ’N eill, ‘The Irish com pany at Jadotville, 
C ongo, 1961: soldiers or sym b ols? ’, In tern ation al P eacekeep in g , V ol. 9, N o. 4 (W inter 2002), pp. 127- 
44; D eclan Power, Siege  a t J a d o tv ille : the Irish A rm y ’s fo rg o tten  b a ttle  (Dunshaughlin, 2005). For the 
so ld iers’ recollections, see  D avid O ’D onoghue (ed.), Tlie Irish  A rm y in the C ongo 1960-64: the f a r  
b a tta lio n s  (D ublin , 2006); and A rchie Raeside, The C ongo I9 6 0 : the f i r s t  Irish U n ited  N ations 
p e a ce k ee p ers  (Portlaoise, 2004).

Katsum i Ishizuka, Irela n d  a n d  in ternation al p ea cek eep in g  op era tio n s 196 0 -2 0 0 0  (London, 2004); 
O ’N e ill, ‘Jadotville’; and O ’N e ill, ‘Ireland’s participation in United N ations peacekeep ing’.
■' K eatin ge , F om nila tion , p. 10.

N o e l Dorr, ‘The developm ent o f  UN peacekeeping concepts over the past fifty years: an Irish 
perspective’. The Irish Sw ord: The Jou rn a l o f  the M ilita ry  H is to ry  S o c iety  o f  Ireland, V ol. 20, N o . 79  
(Sum m er 1996), pp. 16-31; N oe l Dorr, ‘Ireland at the United Nations: 40  years o n ’, Irish S tudies in 
In tern ation al A ffairs, Vol. 7 (1 9 9 6 ), pp. 41-62; and N oel Dorr, ‘Ireland at the United N ation s’, in Ben  
Tonra and Eilis Ward (eds.), Ire la n d  in in ternation al affairs: in terests, institu tions an d  iden tities; essays  
in honour o f  P ro fe sso r  N. P. K ea tin g e  F TC D , MRIA  (Dublin, 2002), pp. 104-28.

Paul Sharp, Irish fo re ig n  p o lic y  a n d  the E uropean C om m unity  (A ldershot, 1990).
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1999 M.Phil thesis,^'' Aoife Bhreatnach has produced two illuminating recent articles 

detailing a variety o f aspects o f A iken’s influence. Her work has added some insightful 

comments on his attitude to the EC application process,^^ and she has set out a number 

o f interesting conclusions about the interaction between Ireland’s anti-colonial stance 

and the realities o f small state activity in the international s y s t e m . T h e  absence, 

however, o f any reference to the policies o f  comparable examples like the Nordic states 

or to recent debate on the relationship between foreign policy and Ireland’s colonial 

legacy,^^ limited Bhreatnach’s evaluation o f those processes and provided an obvious 

avenue for further research, one which is addressed in this study.

The tendency in recent research into Irish foreign policy to focus on the United 

Nations, the EC, Anglo-Irish relations, Irish-American relations and Northern Ireland, 

has overshadowed attempts to diversify into other a r e a s . T h e  most important work in 

this respect thus far has been Michael Holmes, Nicholas Rees and Bernadette W helan’s 

The Poor Relation: Irish Foreign Policy and the Third World (1993). Based 

predominantly in the discipline o f political science, their study contributes a great deal 

to the history o f Ireland’s relationship with the developing world on a number o f  levels. 

It adopts an approach similar to Keatinge’s in examining numerous avenues through 

which that relationship evolved, from the corridors o f Iveagh House to the work o f 

missionaries and development NGOs and the area o f cultural and economic exchange. 

The text raised major new questions and thereby offered considerable opportunities for 

research which have thus far not been pursued. Little work has been done in the 

important field o f ODA, for example, a subject that internationally ‘has received

A oife Bhreatnach, ‘Frank Aiken and the formulation o f  foreign policy: 1951-1954; 1957-1969’ 
(M.Phil., National University o f  Ireland, Cork, 1999).

Bhreatnach, ‘European federation and UN internationalism’, passim.
Aoife Bhreatnach, ‘A friend o f  the colonial powers? Frank Aiken, Ireland’s United Nations alignment 

and decolonisation’, in Michael Kennedy and Deirdre McMahon (eds.), O bligations and responsibilities: 
Ireland and the United Nations, 1955-2005  (Dublin, 2005), pp. 182-200.

For a discussion o f  the relationship between Ireland’s colonial past and its contemporary politics, see 
Stephen Howe, Ireland and empire: colonial legacies in Irish history and culture (Oxford, 2000); and 
Liam Kennedy, Colonialism, religion and nationalism in Ireland  (Antrim, 1996). For an introduction to 
the issue o f  Irish identity in a domestic context, see Lee, Ireland, pp. 658-87.

See, for example, Peadar Kirby, Ireland and Latin America (Dublin, 1992); Dennis Holmes and 
Michael Holmes, Ireland and India: connections, comparisons, contrasts (Dublin, 1997); Rory Miller, 
Ireland and the Palestine question, 1948-2004  (Dublin, 2005); Rory Miller (ed.), Ireland and the M iddle 
East: trade, society and peace  (Dublin, 2007); and Kate O’Malley, Ireland, India and Empire: Indo-Irish 
radical connections, 1919-64  (Manchester, 2008).
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29comparatively little attention from economic, political or diplomatic historians’. The 

only overviews o f ODA to date have been those by the economist and sometime
30advisor to the Irish government, Helen O ’Neill, and in earlier work by Mary Sutton 

and Declan O ’Brien in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

Like Keatinge, Holmes, Rees and Whelan devoted a significant proportion o f 

their work to analysing the role o f non-governmental actors, organised and 

unorganised, in Irish foreign p o l i c y . U n t i l  now few other studies have managed to 

bridge this gap successfully. Enda Staunton’s 1999 article on Irish reactions to the 

Nigerian civil war, for example, offered an interesting introduction to Irish government 

policies and the public’s reaction to the conflict, but neglected to explore the plentiful
33missionary and NGO sources utilised by this study. Laurie W iseberg’s 1973 Ph.D. 

thesis on the operation o f humanitarian relief during the conflict offered a more 

satisfying if less detailed analysis o f  the Irish re sp o n se .F o c u ss in g  on the international 

dimension to the crisis rather than a specifically Irish reaction, her study shed 

considerable light on the Irish case relative to its counterparts in Canada and the Nordic 

states. More recently, Tony Farmar’s excellent Believing in Action: Concern, the First 

Thirty Years, 1968-98 (2002) offers further insight into Irish responses to the Nigerian 

crisis and stands alone as a study o f Irish NGO activity, in the absence o f  any 

substantial histories o f Gorta or Trocaire.^^

Heide-lrene Schmidt and Helge Piiaro, ‘Introduction’, Contem porary European History, Vol. 12, N o. 4 
(2003), pp. 387-394.

Helen O ’N eill, ‘Ireland’s foreign aid in 1998. (Incorporating a retrospective review o f  25 years o f  Irish 
A id)’, Irish Studies in International Affairs, Vol. 10 (1999), pp. 289-306; Helen O ’Neill, ‘Ireland’s 
official aid programme’, in Ben Tonra and Eilis Ward (eds.), Ireland in international affairs: interests, 
institutions and identities: essays in honour o f  Professor P atrick N. P. K eatinge (Dublin, 2002), pp. 66- 
92; and Helen O ’Neill, ‘The foreign aid policy o f  Ireland’, in Paul Hoebink and Olav Stokke (eds.). 
Perspectives on European development co-operation: po licy  and perform ance o f  individual donor 
countries and the E U (London, 2005), pp. 303-35.

Declan O ’Brien, Ireland and the Third World: a study o f  governm ent a id  (Dublin, 1980); Mary Sutton, 
Irish governm ent a id  to the Third World -  review  and assessm ent (Dublin, 1977); and Mary Sutton,
‘Irish ODA and the UN target -  a faltering commitment’, Trocaire D evelopm ent Review  (\9^ 5), pp. 5- 
2 1 .

Michael Holmes, Nicholas Rees and Bernadette Whelan, The p o o r  relation: Irish foreign  po licy  and  
the Third World (Dublin, 1993), pp. 48-60.
”  Enda Staunton, ‘The case o f  Biafra: Ireland and the Nigerian civil war’, Irish H istorical Studies, Vol. 
31, No. 124 (Nov. 1999), pp. 513-35.

Laurie Wiseberg, ‘The international politics o f  relief: a case study o f  relief operations mounted during 
the Nigerian civil war (1967-1970)’ (Ph.D., University o f  California, Los Angeles, 1973).

There has been one limited history o f  Gorta which falls far short o f  Farmar’s unparalleled access to 
Concern: Robin Challis, Sowing the seeds: the history o f  Gorta (n.p, 1986).



In keeping with this trend, Httle has been done to address the impact o f what 

Roy Foster described as the ‘overall them e’ o f the 1960s in Ireland -  ‘exposure to the 

wider world’^̂  -  and its relationship with Irish foreign policy. David Scher’s 1996 

article on the lAAM  offered a brief outline o f the movement’s history but lacked any 

detailed analysis o f  its relationship with the Irish government, comparable international
37groups, or the broader process o f social change in Ireland. The study o f Irish 

missionary activity has been similarly limited to good if fairly wide-ranging
•70

introductions to the subject, although two recent Ph.D. theses, by John Manton on 

missionary hospitals in Nigeria, and Fiona Bateman on Irish missionary rhetoric, point 

the way towards a more profound understanding o f its dynamics and o f  its wider 

implications for Irish id e n tity .S im ila r ly , little attempt has been made to develop 

Stephen Howe’s illuminating analysis o f the construction o f Ireland’s role on the 

international stage through explicit and repeated reference to its colonial heritage which 

formed part o f his Ireland and Empire: Colonial Legacies in Irish History and Culture 

(2000), a subject pursued earlier in Liam Kennedy’s Colonialism, religion and 

nationalism in Ireland (1996).

O b je c t iv e s

The question o f  how foreign policy changed up to 1975, the influences and processes 

that shaped it, and the state’s evolving role in the international community forms the 

main theme o f this study. It uses the case o f sub-Saharan Africa as a framework 

through which to address broader issues o f policy change. Building on a mainly 

narrative and empirical structure, this study not only adds to the history o f  Ireland’s 

relationship with sub-Saharan Africa, but analyses a number o f  patterns in the state’s

Foster, M odern Ireland, p. 581.
David M. Scher, ‘“How is it that such a small group o f  people can pressure governm ents...?” A history 

o f  the Irish Anti-Apartheid M ovement’, Southern African-Irish Studies, Vol. 3 (1996), pp. 136-70.
See, for example, Congregation o f  the Holy Spirit Anniversaries Commission, Spiritan anniversary 

lectures: commemorating the M ission o f  the Irish Province o f  the Congregation o f  the H oly Spirit since 
1859 (Dublin, 2004); Jack Hodgins, Sister island: a history o f  the Church M issionary Society in Ireland  
1814-1994  (n.p., 1994); Edmund M. Hogan, The Irish missionary movement: a historical survey 1830- 
1980 (Dublin, 1990); and Thomas Kiggins, M aynooth mission to Africa: the story o f  St. P a trick ’s, 
Kiltegan  (Dublin, 1991).

John Manton, ‘The Roman Catholic Mission and leprosy control in colonial Ogoja province, Nigeria, 
1936-1960’ (D.Phil., Oxford, 2005); and Fiona Bateman, ‘The spiritual empire: Irish Catholic missionary 
discourse in the twentieth century’ (Ph.D., National University o f  Ireland, Galway, 2003).

9



international relations, including the articulation o f  Irish interests and the m anner in 

w hich its principles m anifested them selves in a changing international system. 

C om paring the Irish experience with that in a num ber o f  com parable m oderate social- 

dem ocratic countries -  the N ordic states (particularly Sweden and Finland), the 

N etherlands, and Canada -  offers a m ore nuanced understanding o f  the patterns and 

processes that influenced decision-m aking. It sheds light on the construction o f  an Irish 

diplom atic identity and analyses the extent to which the Irish case should be regarded 

as unique. This study addresses the relationship between civil society and foreign 

policy in a sim ilar m anner and asks to w hat extent social change and the encroachm ent 

o f  W estern ideas o f  social protest affected Irish perceptions o f  international affairs and 

the developing world.

All o f  w hich begs a further question: why concentrate on Irish foreign policy on 

sub-Saharan A frica? There are a num ber o f  reasons. Reflecting the geographical spread 

o f  Irish interests, the focus is lim ited to the sub-continent, the area south o f  the Sahara, 

which operates in m any w ays as a distinct regional entity. Its characteristics are 

noticeably different from North A frica w hich prefers to look to the M iddle East and the 

M editerranean in its external relations rather than to its southern neighbours. O f 

necessity this concentration m eans leaving aside im portant issues such as the Irish 

reaction to A lgeria’s quest for independence and the growth in Irish trade and other 

links with Libya and Egypt, but in so doing allows for a more cohesive analysis. In a 

period in which the Irish governm ent established a role for the state at the United 

N ations and later as a m em ber o f  the EC, the em ergence o f  an independent and 

diplom atically vocal group o f  sub-Saharan A frican states m ade them  an im portant 

influence (directly and indirectly) on Irish foreign policy. M ore than the earlier 

decolonisation o f  Asia, this process in sub-Saharan A frica caught the attention o f  the 

Irish governm ent from the m om ent it jo ined  the U nited N ations. The issues that 

subsequently arose from A frican independence -  the spread o f  the Cold War, abortive 

econom ic developm ent, and ODA -  continued to dem and its attention and provided a 

num ber o f  significant tests for policy-m akers. The assertion o f  a set o f  principles in 

Irish foreign policy, not least the construction o f  an Irish diplom atic identity by 

reference to the country’s own colonial experience, was clearly visible in the Irish 

governm ent’s policies tow ards the region.
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There were also im portant direct links betw een Ireland and the sub-continent. 

Irish m issionaries had a long history  o f  involvem ent in A frica dating back to at least the 

m id-nineteenth century. The em phasis in th is study is on the dom inant Catholic 

m issionary tradition and its d iscourse, but that cannot m ask the im portance o f  Irish 

Protestant m issionaries, from the contributions m ade by Irish men and w om en to the 

British Em pire to the visible links betw een Irish Protestants and groups like the lAAM  

(through individuals like Rev D t Terence M cCaughey) and A frica C oncern (the 

M ethodist Rev Ian B iggs w as the o rgan isa tion ’s first secretary), in addition to  the roles 

played by Christian Aid and the C hurch M issionary Society in stim ulating action on 

developm ent aid. The com bination o f  their activities. Catholic and Protestant, inform ed 

Irish perceptions o f  the continent, how ever vague and unrelated to social and political 

boundaries (see chapter one). A frica becam e particularly im portant in Catholic 

m issionary discourse, and the large num bers o f  Irish men and wom en w ho served in its 

various regions, com bined with the  link to South A frica established during the Boer 

W ar and that conflict’s subsequent connotations for Irish nationalism , m ade sub- 

Saharan A frica centrally im portant in Irish perceptions o f  the developing w orld. Nor 

can one discount the im portance o f  the Irish clergy in the region, m any o f  w hom  were 

m ore than capable o f  m aking their voices heard by Irish governm ent officials. They 

played a particularly im portant role in stim ulating the Irish reaction to  the N igerian  civil 

war, and also in prom oting the concept o f  developm ent assistance w ith the public and 

in official policies. It was no coincidence that the Irish governm ent responded to calls 

to provide aid to the developing w orld in 1960 with a technical aid schem e entitled 

‘A ssistance for new ly-independent A frican countries’, and this em phasis w as repeated 

in its later concentration on sub-Saharan A frica in the bilateral aid program m e set up in 

the m id-1970s.

In order to provide a cohesive exam ination o f  the questions raised by this study, 

it is divided into them atic chapters that follow  a broadly chronological pattern. The 

study begins with an exam ination o f  the decolonisation process and its im pact on 

Ireland’s international standing and diplom atic identity during the ‘golden age’ o f  

United N ations m em bership. In the  period that follow ed Ireland ‘cam e o f  ag e’ through 

its involvem ent in O NU C and the relationship  it and other small m oderate states forged 

with an em erging A fro-A sian bloc. In the second h a lf o f  the 1960s the em phasis shifted
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to social change and the aw akening o f  the Irish public to international issues which 

cam e to particular prom inence after 1968 and focussed largely on events in Africa: the 

hum anitarian crisis that resulted from the N igerian civil war, and the activities o f  the 

lA A M , notably its protests against the South A frican rugby tour o f  Ireland in January 

1970. During this period and the process o f  Ireland’s accession to the EC there was a 

visible repositioning o f  the state’s international standing and a re-defm ition o f  its 

attitude to foreign affairs. The latter part o f  this study explores the extent o f  that 

change, particularly in Ireland’s role as interm ediary between the EC and the ACP 

states that w as visible in the negotiation o f  the Lom e A greem ent in 1975; it will also 

exam ine the role o f  developm ent assistance in re-defm ing the state’s relationship with, 

and obligations tow ards, the developing world.

In tackling these issues, this study draw s on a w ide variety o f  source m aterial, 

from governm ent papers held in the NAI and in the N ational A rchives o f  the United 

Kingdom  in London, to personal and private papers, the records o f  the lA A M , the 

archives o f  the Holy G host Order, contem porary journals and new spapers, official 

sources, and personal interview s with form er governm ent officials, m issionaries, NGO 

officials and social activists. In so doing it draw s inspiration from the m odel adopted in 

o ther W estern states for the study o f  the W est’s relationship with the developing world. 

In A ugust 1994, for exam ple, the N ordic A frica Institute, based at the U niversity o f  

Uppsala in Sweden, launched its research project, ‘N ational Liberation in Southern 

Africa: the Role o f  the N ordic C ountries’ and com m issioned individual studies o f  the 

involvem ent o f  D enm ark, Finland, Norw ay and Sweden in the struggle for liberation in 

southern Africa.'^® The final product, particularly the tw o excellent volum es on Sweden 

authored by T or Sellstrom , offer an exam ple o f  the potential to com bine the history o f 

civil society’s engagem ent with an international issue (or issues) with the history o f  

official governm ent policy and the broader international dim ension. Additional 

inspiration is draw n from the grow ing area o f  historical research into developm ent 

assistance, described by H eide-lrene Schm idt and Helge Pharo as a ‘crucial area o f

Tore Linne Eriksen (ed.), N orw ay and national liberation in southern Africa (Uppsala, 2000); 
Christopher Munthe Morgenstieme, Denmark and national liberation in southern Africa: a flexible  
response (Uppsala, 2003); Tor Sellstrom, Sweden and national liberation in southern Africa: Volume I -  
form ation o f  a popu lar opinion (1950-1970) (Uppsala, 1999); Tor Sellstrom, Sweden and national 
liberation in southern Africa: Volume I I -  solidarity’ and assistance (1970-1994) (Uppsala, 2002); and 
lina Soiri and Pekka Peltola, Finland and national liberation in southern Africa (Uppsala, 1999).
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European and international h isto ry ’/ '  and the em phasis therein on the im portance o f  

building an international history o f  ODA which will draw  together patterns o f  activity 

at the national level with trends and decisions taken in a broader global context.

In the conduct o f  its foreign policy, a small state like Ireland can never be free 

from the dem ands and pressures placed on it by actors at all levels o f  the dom estic and 

international environm ent: as W illiam s noted, ‘states are never w holly free in relation 

to  the policy which they fo llow ’."*̂  So too histories o f  the foreign policies o f  individual 

states m ust be situated in relation to those o f  their contem poraries and to the 

proliferation o f  influences that act upon them , ranging from inter-state com m unications 

to social change in the dom estic environm ent and the construction o f  individual 

identity. To date these lessons have all-too-infrequently been applied to the history o f  

Irish foreign policy. This study aim s to redress that balance.

Schm idt and Pharo, in tro d u ctio n ’, p. 387. 
W illiam s, ‘Irish foreign p o licy ’, p. 137.
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1

‘Unmistakably European’:* Ireland and the Decolonisation
of sub-Saharan Africa

On 17 May 1960, during an official state visit to Ireland, Ghanaian Prime Minister 

Kwame Nkrumah addressed a special meeting o f the Irish United Nations Association 

on the subject o f ‘Africa and the United Nations’. In the course o f his speech, he told 

the packed audience at Dublin’s Shelbourne Hotel o f his admiration for the Irish 

people’s struggle for freedom and the parallels between its experience and that o f the 

emerging African states. Ever the statesman, Nkrumah was not slow to build on the 

connections between Ireland and Africa. He paid tribute to ‘those Irish leaders o f the 

last century who realised that the struggle o f Ireland for independence was not the 

struggle o f  one country alone, but part o f a world movement for freedom’.' The desire 

o f Africa’s majorities to win their freedom from minority control, he stated, in essence 

replicated the Irish struggle. On his arrival at Dublin airport the same morning he had 

spoken fondly to the press o f his early education by Irish missionaries and his days as a 

teacher at St Augustine’s College, Cape Coast, built by the Society o f African Missions 

(SMA).^ European missionaries, he told reporters in a thinly veiled reference to the 

work o f  Irish orders in Africa, ‘are welcome and have always been welcome. They 

have played a very wonderful part in the whole set-up o f our State.’

Nkrumah played to a receptive audience. The doctrine he preached was what the 

Irish Press termed one ‘familiar in Irish history -  “self government with danger is 

better than servitude in tranquillity’” .̂  This shared colonial experience or, more 

importantly, its perceived legacy in Ireland, became central to the state’s relationship 

with Africa. The Department o f  External Affairs (DEA) note which accompanied 

N krum ah’s visit drew direct comparison between the success o f the latter’s Convention

' ‘Address by Mr Sean Lemass, Taoiseach, at Luncheon o f  National Press Club, Washington, DC, 
Wednesday, 16"’ October, 1963’, National Archives o f  Ireland (hereafter N A l) Department o f  the 
Taoiseach (hereafter DT) 98/6/404.
' ‘Africa could be threat to peace: Nkrumah calls for positive action by United Nations’, The Irish Times, 
18 May 1960.
 ̂ ‘State welcom e for Dr Nkrumah’, Irish Independent, 18 May 1960.
 ̂ Quoted in ibid.
‘Dr Nkrumah’, Irish Press, 18 May 1960.
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People’s Party and that o f  Sinn Fein in 1918.^ The Irish governm ent was happy to 

em phasise the parallels. Ireland’s history, it argued, placed it in a unique position to act 

as a bridge betw een Europe and Africa, and played a prom inent role in defining the 

s ta te’s diplom atic identity. As a m em ber o f  a loose group o f  m oderate sm all states 

dedicated to upholding international law and stability, the Irish governm ent built its 

policy on several fundam ental principles, prom inent am ong w hich was a strong 

com m itm ent to the right to  self-determ ination. In the ‘age o f  decolonisation’ this self- 

defined national position becam e closely intertw ined with the assertion o f  an 

independent Irish foreign policy.

Such policies w ere refined in the five years im m ediately after Ireland jo ined the 

United N ations in 1955, a period w hich has com e to be regarded as ‘a kind o f  “golden 

age” o f  Irish UN m em bersh ip’,^ and which forms the focus o f  this chapter. It looks 

firstly at the historical context, on the m ajor events in the decolonisation o f  sub-Saharan 

Africa, and on the h istorical links between Ireland and the sub-continent. In so doing, it 

explores the creation o f  a particularly Irish identity and its role in shaping the 

expression o f  Irish attitudes. The second part o f  the chapter exam ines the creation and 

articulation o f  policies that reflected those attitudes, the role o f  decolonisation in 

broader foreign policy, and the practical application o f  these principles. T he final part 

focuses on the year 1960 and the period im m ediately thereafter, w hen the arrival o f  a 

num ber o f  new A frican states forced m oderate states like Ireland to re-define their role 

and raised new questions as to the relationship between them  and the developing world.

T h e  D e c o l o n i s a t i o n  o f  s u b -S a h a r a n  A f r ic a

The Second W orld W ar had brought about a re-definition o f  em pire in A frica. W hile in 

m any regions its im m ediate afterm ath saw a strengthening o f  im perial control, the 

em ergence o f  new political ideas, the surfacing o f  new (and old) grievances and the 

beginnings o f  A sian independence built up pressures for greater political freedom . Cold 

W ar politics, and the rapid technological advances it precipitated, served to re-define 

m etropolitan attitudes tow ards the colonies. The British governm ent, led by

* Note on Nkrumah and Ghana, unsigned, undated [May I960?], N A l Department o f  Foreign Affairs 
(hereafter DFA) 305/325 Pt I B.
® Dorr, ‘Ireland at the United Nations’ (2002), p. 109.
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C om m onw ealth O ffice officials like Andrew  C ohen, was to the forefront. It adapted its 

attitudes to African participation, self-rule, and finally independence in reaction to 

international changes in the post-w ar period. In 1956 Sudan gained its independence, to 

be followed in M arch 1957 by G hana, led by the charism atic N krum ah.

Nkrum ah, an outspoken proponent o f  decolonisation and pan-A fricanism , wrote 

with confidence o f  his vision for a successful, united A frica w hose future prosperity 

relied on a ‘gigantic self-help program m e’ designed to rem ove it from the influence o f  

outside foreign pow ers.’ His am bition and early success in building up an independent 

state in G hana provided an exam ple for the rest o f  A frica. It was not solely in the 

British colonies that its effects were felt. In 1958 G uinea took advantage o f  the French 

governm ent’s reconstitution o f  the relationship w ith its colonies to declare its 

independence. Pre-occupied with the revolt in A lgeria and concerned at the threat posed 

by independent form er British colonies to its sphere o f  influence, the French 

governm ent granted further concessions in 1960 which led to  the independence o f  the 

majority o f  its colonies on the continent. It was felt that it w ould be easier to protect 

F rance’s future influence by establishing close bilateral relations w ith individual states 

rather than fostering the federations that then existed. In February o f  the same year 

British Prime M inister Harold M acmillan warned a C ape Town audience that a ‘wind 

o f  change is blow ing through this continent, and w hether w e like it or not this growth 

o f  national consciousness is a political fact’.* Tw o decades o f  official debate on the 

future o f the British Em pire with the attendant changes in international politics and 

technological advances had altered the value o f  colonies as elem ents o f  w orld-pow er 

status. M acm illan’s speech came not at the beginning o f  a process o f  decolonisation but 

in the m idst o f  the break-up o f  B ritain’s em pire in Africa. In O ctober I960, after years 

o f  discussion about its future constitution, N igeria becam e independent and it 

im m ediately assum ed the m antle o f  one o f  the reg ion ’s m ost im portant political and 

econom ic actors. By 1964 all sub-Saharan A frican states outside the settler colonies 

(the Portuguese territories. South W est Africa, Southern Rhodesia, and South Africa), 

G am bia (1965), Equatorial G uinea (1968) and the British Trust Territories o f

’ K wam e Nkrumah, A frica  m ust unite  (London, 1963), p. 150.
* Quoted in M uriel Chamberlain, D ecolon isa tion : the f a l l  o f  the E uropean  em pires, (2 ”̂  ed., O xford, 
1999), p. 42.
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Basutoland, B echuanaland, and Swaziland (w hose independence followed later in the 

decade) had gained their independence.

The United N ations played no small part in the process, notably through the 

w ork o f  its T rusteeship C om m ittee in highlighting decolonisation issues, and the 

character o f  the organisation was radically changed in the process. Strong co-operation 

by the new states and co-ordination w ith their A sian contem poraries provided the new 

United N ations m em bers w ith a voting strength that kept decolonisation issues (and 

disputes arising from that process, m ost notably in the Congo) to the fore in 

international debate. T he creation o f  the A ll-A frican People’s Conference and the 

C onference o f  Independent A frican States in 1958 was linked to this new 

internationalism : they em phasised ‘the prim acy o f  political independence, assistance to 

liberation m ovem ents, a united front at the United N ations and non-alignm ent’.  ̂ At 

N krum ah’s instigation, the form er organisation evolved to include all the newly- 

em erging, albeit ideologically and socially diverse, African states under the banner o f  

the O rganisation o f  A frican Unity (OA U) formed in Addis Ababa in May 1963. The 

m em bership asserted its ‘right to m ake choices on the basis o f  each issue’s merits, 

regardless o f  the interests o f  the Cold W ar alliances’.'® A lthough shackled by the 

vestiges o f  em pire and neo-colonial dom ination, its scale gave the group real voting 

w eight at international organisations. The increasingly radical tone o f  its dem ands, 

particularly in relation to  southern A frica, altered the direction o f  international debate 

and this im pacted on small states like Ireland w hose m oderate approach was 

increasingly called into question.

D e c o l o n is a t io n  a n d  t h e  I r is h  D ip l o m a t ic  I d e n t it y

For the Irish governm ent, the years that im m ediately preceded this change were marked 

by adjustm ent to life as a m em ber o f  the United N ations. W hat Patrick K eatinge has 

described as ‘tentative internationalisation’"  w as a departure from the isolation 

im posed by Ireland’s neutrality in the Second W orld W ar and by its pre-war

’ Edem K odjo and D avid Chanaiwa, ‘Pan-Africanism  and liberation’, in Ali A. Mazriu (ed.), UNESCO  
g en era l h isto ry  o f  A frica, Vol. VIII: A frica  s in ce  1935 (Paris, 1993), p. 747.

M argaret Legum , ‘A frica and nonalignm ent’, in J.W. Burton (ed .), N onalignm ent (L ondon, 1966), p.
57.
" Patrick K eatinge, ‘Ireland and the world, 195 7 -8 2 ’, in Frank Litton (ed.), U nequal achievem ent: the 
Irish experience 195 7 -1 9 8 2  (D ublin , 1982), p. 226.
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protectionist economic policies. The state emerged into a world greatly changed over

the preceding two decades. Its experience was somewhat similar to that o f  Finland,

which joined the United Nations at the same time and which, Soiri and Peltola noted,

‘did not necessarily come into political contact with many international questions
12before she became a member o f  the UN’. Both states’ isolation was exaggerated m 

the case o f the developing world, and relied largely on the work o f Christian 

missionaries to foster any link with sub-Saharan Africa. It was difficult to over-estimate 

the importance o f the churches’ role in the Irish case. By 1965 there were 4,122 Irish 

Catholic missionaries working on the African continent.'^ Through relatives, 

neighbours, the ‘penny for a black baby’ collections, and the distribution o f  missionary 

magazines like Africa, African Missionary, and Catholic Missions, most Irish 

households had some relationship with Ireland’s ‘religious empire’. Africa assumed a 

central role. In the missionary texts, Bateman has argued, ‘there was little distinction 

made between the various countries and Africa [was seen as] a largely undifferentiated 

mass populated by “Africans’” , b u t  what the Irish public may have lacked in 

understanding the subtleties o f that world was made up for in an overwhelmingly 

positive attitude and pride in Ireland’s role. Missionary endeavour was offered as 

‘living proof that even if Ireland lacked a vast material empire, yet she was great as a 

mother nation, sending her sons to all points o f the globe’.

The possibility o f ‘cultural imperialism’ in such activities was largely ignored.’  ̂

As Africa moved towards independence, the past links between missionary 

proselytising and the consolidation o f empire were exchanged for a belief that 

missionary success would be ‘constantly imperilled wherever the old colonial 

antagonisms persist’.'^ From an Irish perspective missionaries were accorded an 

important role in state-building and their activities were strongly associated with 

Ireland’s past. The Irish Press suggested in I960 that the Irish people could ‘justly 

claim to have played a significant role in the development o f  African independence.

Soiri and Peltola, Finland and southern Africa, p. 9.
Michael C Pelly, ‘Statistical analysis o f  the Irish missionary effort overseas’. Pagan M issions (Autumn 

1965), p. 66.
Bateman, ‘Spiritual empire’, p. 15.
President o f  University College Dublin, Arthur Conway, addressing departing Holy Ghost missionaries 

in Dublin in 1945; quoted in Manton, ‘Roman Catholic M ission’, p. 50.
Bateman, ‘Spiritual empire’, p. 272.
‘The colonial revolt’, Irish Press, 1 July 1959.



Not merely by the example o f  our own struggle but through the toil o f  our missionaries,
18which has given spiritual and material assistance to the nations o f Africa.’ This 

correlation o f  Irish historical and Christian heritage had the effect o f  strengthening an 

Irish sense o f identification with the emerging states. Missionary work in education and 

development was quietly linked to the task o f building up the new African societies as 

they moved steadily towards political freedom. The arguments became reinforcing and 

accorded Ireland a greater role in the decolonisation o f Africa and, the Irish Press 

argued in 1959, gave it ‘the right to speak’ on African political issues.'^ The effect o f 

this discourse was twofold: it fostered an interest in and a sense o f responsibility 

towards areas where Irish missionaries were active, and it created a link, however 

tenuous, between the activities o f Irish men and women and African nationalist 

aspirations.

It was, by its very formulation, an imbalanced view o f Ireland’s role. It tended 

to ignore the view from the African side, and the fact that the Irish experience o f 

colonisation had been, as Aoife Bhreatnach noted, ‘far removed from the imperial, 

racist rule endured by many former African colonies’.R e s p e c t  was shown by African 

political activists for Irish politicians like Frank Aiken who had fought in the war o f 

independence, but it was debatable how much African political elites knew about 

Ireland or whether they viewed their relationship in the same light as the Irish 

government and people. Nkrumah may have told his Irish audiences o f his admiration 

for Parnell and Irish nationalist leaders, but the sincerity o f  his statement was tempered 

by the fact that much o f the material for his speech was supplied by DEA officials.^' 

There were other similar examples that questioned Irish assumptions. The insistence o f 

the Moroccan member o f a delegation from the Accra Conference o f Independent 

African States, on a visit to Dublin on 10 September 1958, that Eamon de Valera was 

‘the principal representative o f  all peoples striving for full independence’^̂  was an 

obvious attempt to enlist Irish support for the Algerian nationalist cause, and it was

‘Dr Nkrumah’, Irish Press, 18 May 1960.
‘The colonial revoW , Irish Press, 1 July 1959.
Bhreatnach, ‘Friend o f  the colonial powers?’, p. 182.
DEA official Noel Dorr did much o f  the preparatory research for the speech in the National Library o f  

Ireland prior to Nkrumah’s visit: interview with N oel Dorr, Dublin, 12 April 2005.
Hand-written note by unknown DT official, 10 Sept. 1958, NAI DT S I6490.
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repeated in the group’s m eeting witli the DEA on the same day. It was d ifficuh to 

gauge the sincerity o f  their statem ents. In spite o f  the relatively large num ber o f  African 

officials and politicians who had been educated either by Irish m issionaries or in Irish 

universities (particularly Trinity College Dublin and the Royal College o f  Surgeons) 

the relationship lacked the direct links visible between Ireland and earlier nationalists in 

other parts o f  the British Empire, notably India.^^

W hether this mattered in the construction o f  attitudes w ithin Ireland was another 

question. Popular perceptions o f  Ireland’s role based on its Christian and colonial 

heritage had a m uch stronger influence in shaping its approach to w orld affairs and the 

belief that leaders like Nkrum ah w ould find ‘sympathy and understanding’ am ong a 

people who had ‘known the rigours, bigotry and stupidity o f  colonial ru le’^̂  took 

precedence over the reality o f  Ireland’s impact in Africa. It created a very distinct 

understanding o f  the country’s place in the world, one which influenced attitudes at 

both public and official levels. The perception that Ireland, if  not a ‘Third W orld’ state, 

was certainly a post-colonial society, Stephen Howe noted, ‘entered into the official 

d iscourse’ during this p e r i o d , a s  the Irish governm ent outw ardly presented its people
27as one which knew ‘what im perialism  is and what resistance to it involves’. Its 

diplom atic identity was constructed largely after this fashion and the form ulation had a 

visible influence on its foreign policy. The pursuit o f  one o f  the core objectives o f  that 

policy, w hat Patrick Keatinge described as ‘international distributive ju s tic e ’, for 

example, was based on two closely related concerns: ‘the prom otion o f  political anti

im perialism  and the preservation o f  C hristian values’.̂ * The tw in factors o f  Ireland’s 

Christian and colonial heritage w ere consistently returned to in the public statem ents o f  

successive M inisters and public representatives. Liam Cosgrave, M inister for External 

A ffairs in the coalition governm ent between 1954 and 1957, told an audience in 1956 

that his governm ent’s foreign policy w as ‘to a large extent determ ined for us by our

N ote  by N olan, ‘V isit o f  delegation from the Accra Conference; M inutes o f  a m eeting held in Iveagh  
H ouse on W ednesday lO"’ September [1958] at 3 p .m .’, NAI DFA 305/374 .

For a discussion o f  the relationship betw een Ireland and India, see H olm es and H olm es, Ire la n d  an d  
India', and O ’M alley, Ireland, India a n d  E m pire.

‘Dr Nkrum ah’, /r a /;  PreM , 18 M ay 1960.
H ow e, Irela n d  a n d  em pire, p. 155.
Frank Aiken, United N ations General A ssem bly (hereafter U N G A ) plenary m eeting, 6 Oct. 1960, 

United N ations, O fficial R ecords o f  the G enera l A ssem bly  (hereafter U N O R G A ), A /P V .890.
K eatinge, P la ce  am ong the nations, p. 171.
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own national h isto ry ’, while his successor Frank A iken linked Irish attitudes in the 

m id-tw entieth century directly to the old Irish Parliam entary Party’s support for the 

‘cause o f  nationality ’ in A frica and  Asia.^'^ Irish diplom atic officials extended this 

depiction in debates at the United N ations and elsew here and consistently asserted the 

state’s position as ‘the only W est European country with an anti-colonial 

background’,^’ and em phasised tha t ‘w e ourselves struggled for seven centuries to
32shake o ff  the dom ination o f  a neighbourm g pow er’.

Howe has suggested that th is rhetoric led analysts ‘to discern a supposed Irish 

exceptionalism  w here actually its experience is far less rem arkable or odd than is
■ l l

supposed’, but the purchase o f  these ideas on the official mind and their im pact on 

policy form ulation should not be underestim ated. W hat Howe called the ‘perceived 

colonial legacy’^̂  articulated by A iken and others had a significant effect in shaping the 

principles on w hich Ireland’s foreign policy was based. It w as also used to assert 

Ireland’s diplom atic independence by distinguishing its policies from those o f  its 

W estern contem poraries. M ore than the N ordic states, Canada, the N etherlands -  which 

o f  course had a considerable colonial tradition o f  its own, ending only in the 1960s, but 

w hose attitude to the developing w orld built on w hat Arens described as ‘the so-called 

ethical policy o f  colonial times w ith its m ission o f  “elevating less developed peoples” 

econom ically’^̂  -  or other m oderate states who adopted a sim ilar political stance, 

Ireland was portrayed as having a ‘natu ral’ sym pathy with the cause o f  the developing 

w orld. Ireland’s past, the Taoiseach Sean Lem ass told a W ashington audience in 1963, 

m ade it ‘particularly  conscious o f  the needs o f  countries follow ing our path to 

freedom

Quoted in ‘Ireland in the United N ations’, E ire-lreland: the Weekly Bulletin o f  the Departm ent o f  
External Affairs, No. 342 (29 Oct. 1956).

Frank Aiken, UNGA plenary meeting, 6  Oct. 1960, UNORGA, A/PV.890.
Freddie Boland, quoted in ‘Mr Boland heads UN committee’, Irish Press, 17 Sept. 1958.
Quoted from Freddie Boland’s broadcast on United Nations Radio, relayed by Radio Eireann, 

‘Ireland’s part in UN discussed by envoy’, The Irish Times, 14 Jan. 1957.
”  Howe, Ireland and empire, p. 153.
^''ibid., p. 157.

Esther Helena Arens, ‘Multilateral institution-building and national interest: Dutch development policy 
in the 1960s’, C ontem porary European H istory, Vol. 12, No. 4 (2003), p. 459.

‘Address by Mr Sean Lemass, Taoiseach, at Luncheon o f  National Press Club, Washington, DC, 
Wednesday, 16"’ October, 1963’, NAI DT 98/6/404.
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Not that it was quite that straightforw ard; in the same speech, mindful o f  

Ireland’s desire to jo in  the EEC, Lem ass described the state as ‘unm istakably 

E uropean’ in its o u t l o o k . I t  could not escape its European influences. Its high ‘anti- 

colonial’ score at the United N ations put Ireland ahead o f  m ost W estern states,^* but 

behind the Latin A m ericans, Soviet-influenced Eastern Europeans, and the Afro-A sian 

group. The degree to which it could be described as having an affinity with the 

em erging states therefore depended on the definition o f  the term  ‘anti-colonial’. The 

Irish governm ent was certainly anti-colonial relative to its W estern contem poraries, but 

was not as radical as its self-perceived identity suggested. It is m ore instructive to view 

its position in the term s defined by the influential Irish A m bassador to the United 

Nations, Frederick Boland: instead o f  m aking extravagant claim s about Ireland’s role, 

one should be cognisant o f  its geographical and political orientation as a W estern 

European state but one that by virtue o f  its own past, how ever over-em phasised and 

exaggerated its sim ilarities to the African experience m ight have been, was sym pathetic 

to the goals o f  the em erging states o f  the developing world.

C o n c e p t u a l is in g  I r is h  F o r e ig n  P o l ic y

In practice, the self-perception o f  Ireland’s role created by the Irish public and 

governm ent officials played an im portant part in shaping its position in the international 

system , since, as N eil Renw ick explained, such identities ‘do not exist outside their 

own making. Rather they are socially created in specific social c ircum stances.’"̂  ̂ The 

identity projected by the Irish governm ent played an im portant role in shaping external 

perceptions o f  its status and the principles that helped to shape its foreign policy were 

transferred directly to its understanding o f  the international system . The allusions to 

Ireland’s history and political culture had the potential to have a very definite bearing 

on the state’s foreign policy since, as Jack Donnelly noted, states are ‘not only are free 

to, but in fact often do, include certain m oral objectives in their definition o f  the

ibid.
See Leon Hurwitz, ‘Tlie EEC and decolonization: the voting behaviour o f  the N in e  in the U N  General 

A ssem b ly’, P o litica l Studies, V ol. 24, N o. 4 (1976), p. 440; and Bo Huldt, Sweden, the U n ited  N ations  
a n d  deco lon isa tion : a s tu d y  o f  Sw edish  p a rtic ip a tio n  in the Fourth C om m ittee o f  the  G enera l A ssem bly  
1946-69  (Lund, 1974), pp.’ 108-111.

Cathal O ’Shannon, ‘Talking to F.H. B oland’, The Irish Times, 24 D ec. 1960.
N eil Renwick, ‘Re-reading Europe’s identities’, in Jill Krause and N eil R enw ick, Iden tities in 

in ternation al rela tions (L ondon, 1996), p. 155.
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national self-interest’/ '  M em bership o f  the United Nations allow ed the Irish 

governm ent to re-engage w ith principles that it had em braced as a m em ber o f  the 

League o f  N ations, ch ie f am ong which was the assertion that Ireland ‘by doing good for 

others . ..  will do even greater good for ourselves’ by helping to preserve w orld peace. 

Eamon de V alera, one o f  the forem ost advocates o f  the League, com m ented in 1956 

when in opposition that the United N ations offered even greater opportunities to 

enforce the rule o f  law.'*^ Irish officials viewed foreign affairs in a m anner sim ilar to 

that described m ore recently by A lexander W endt: ‘states identiiy positively with one 

another so that the security o f  each is perceived as the responsibility o f  all . . .  national 

interests are international in terests’.'*'' The success o f  the United N ations was, in turn, 

linked directly to the future success and prosperity o f  the Irish state itself, and therefore 

to Ireland’s national interests.

This understanding o f  international relations blurred the distinction betw een a 

solely principled and a solely pragm atic approach to foreign policy. Issues like

decolonisation could thereby assum e a prom inent role in the debate surrounding 

international stability. Irish support for the decolonisation process was portrayed by

C osgrave in 1956 as ‘not m erely one o f  sentim ent. It is also one o f  reason and

c o n v i c t i o n . T h a t  reasoning em phasised the need to secure rapid and peaceful

decolonisation and a stable future for an independent Africa and, by inference, the 

world. A iken believed that the period o f  the late 1950s was ‘the m ost critical in the 

w orld ’s h istory’, one w hich w ould decide the very future o f  civilisation,"'^ and in that 

environm ent it was in the national interest o f  sm aller states like Ireland to do everything 

they could to prom ote the ideals w hich they believed would dim inish the risks o f  

international conflict, from w hich they had potentially most to lose. In an address to the 

Cam bridge U niversity Liberal Club in January 1960, Lemass adm itted that it w as not 

easy for a small state ‘to adhere to high principles in setting its attitudes’, but he argued

Jack D onnelly , ‘R ealism ’, in Scott Burchill, Andrew Linklater, Richard Devetak, Jack D onnelly , 
M atthew Paterson, Christian R eus-Sm it and Jacqui True, Theories o f  in ternational re la tion s  (3'̂ '* ed., 
London, 20 0 5 ), p. 52.

‘M em bership card’, The Irish  Tim es, 16 D ec. 1955.
‘O bligations o f  U N  must be accepted -  Mr de Valera’, The Irish Times, 22  N ov . 1956.
Alexander W endt, ‘Anarchy is what states m ake o f  it: the social construction o f  pow er p o litic s’, 

In tern ation al O rgan iza tion , V ol. 4 6 , N o . 2. (Spring, 1992), p. 400.
Liam C osgrave’s address to the D ublin Rotary Club, ‘Ireland in the United N ations’, E ire-Ire land: the  

W eekly B ulletin  o f  the D ep a rtm en t o f  E xternal A ffairs, N o . 342 , 29 Oct. 1956.
“ ‘Cruel injustice” against Tibet; A iken refers to critical tim e ahead’, The Irish Tim es, 13 April 1959.
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that by ‘preserving a fair-m inded and responsible independence ...  we can contribute 

even to an extent out o f  proportion to our size, and our econom ic and m ilitary 

im portance, to the sm ooth w orking o f  the m achinery o f  the m ajor w orld 

organisation’."'̂  It was an approach shared by Ireland’s m oderate counterparts. 

Lem ass’s attitude was rem arkably sim ilar to that o f  the Swedish governm ent, w hich 

was o f  the belief that ‘there are at tim es opportunities for non-aligned states, even small 

states such as Sweden, to narrow  the gap betw een divergent standpoints or to gain the
48understanding o f  one party for the other party ’s v iew s’.

The Irish governm ent deliberately positioned its policies in reference to those 

other m oderate states, view ing Ireland’s position as one o f ‘that centre group o f  sm aller 

countries [that] fostered the m odification o f  extrem ism  and the search for policies with 

a w ide appeal’. P o o l i n g  political support in the United N ations was seen as essential 

to the attem pt "to influence the behaviour o f  larger nat ions’, a n d  subsequently to the 

pursuit o f  the states’ own security. Drawing on their experience o f  the League o f  

Nations and their differing fates in the Second W orld War, this group o f  states was 

distinguished from the A fro-A sian group by virtue o f  what A nnette Baker Fox 

described as their aw areness ‘o f  the dem ands the U nited N ations would m ake upon 

them  as well as the dem ands they could not m ake upon it, and they were not obsessed 

by the idea o f  national independence which they took for gran ted .’^' Their com m on 

platform  was their support for the role o f  international law in the prom otion o f  peace 

and stability, and the group ‘clung to the hope that the United N ations would contribute 

to their security’ and w elfare by ‘stim ulating co-operation in fields o f  interest to 

them’.̂ ^

Participation in the United Nations had other benefits. Swedish Foreign 

M inister Torsten N ilsson stated in 1965 that his governm ent considered that its 

activities at the United N ations were ‘not only a rightful and necessary corollary to our 

m em bership in the world organisation but are also calculated to  give a small country

Quoted from L em ass’s address to the Cambridge U niversity Liberal Club on the role o f  sm all states in 
the United Nations; ‘Sm all nations have m ost to gain -  Mr L em ass’, Irish  Independent, 1 Feb. 1960.

Sw edish Prime M inister Tage Erlander, quoted in Huldt, Sw eden, the U N  a n d  deco lon isa tion , p. 27.
‘Sm all nations have m ost to gain -  Mr L em ass’, Irish Independent, 1 Feb. 1960.
Skelly , Irish d ip lom acy, p. 21.
Annette Baker Fox, ‘The sm all states o f  W estern Europe in the United N ations’, In ternational 

O rganization , Vol. 19, N o . 3 (Sum m er, 1965), p. 777.
”  Ibid.
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status in the minds o f other countries and to help to make the world better acquainted
c -?

with conditions in our own country’. It offered ‘an opportunity for practising 

neutrality or non-alignment, to demonstrate political independence and to bolster 

“prestige” and “reputation”’.̂ '* The Irish government was more than aware o f its 

potential in this respect. Formulating its approach in terms o f a distinct set o f national 

characteristics, including neutrality, allowed the state to assume what Karsh described 

as ‘a broad and varied range o f  functions which non-neutral states cannot 

accomplish’. I t  identified the Irish approach with a specific set o f principles -  

‘mediation, conciliation, and comprom ise’^̂  -  that added to the assertion o f its 

diplomatic independence.

That independent character to Ireland’s foreign policy, which drew praise from 

The Economist in 1959 for setting out ‘not to gain some narrow sectional interest but to 

stir up the general conscience o f  the [United Nations General] assembly on broad 

issues’, o w e d  more to the attitudes o f  Fianna Fail after the change o f government in 

the summer o f  1957 than its coalition predecessor. The governments’ respective 

approaches to the decolonisation issue, though grounded in the same principles, 

indicated this difference. Cosgrave based his foreign policy on three principles: fealty 

to the United Nations Charter, the pursuit o f  an independent foreign policy, and a 

commitment to uphold Christian civilisation against the spread o f Communist 

influence.^* His emphasis, however, lay on the first and third o f those principles. In 

expressing his support for decolonisation in Africa, for example, he warned that the 

Irish government could not support ‘any movement which seemed to us determined to 

ride rough-shod over the rights o f  minorities or to ignore the justifiable claims o f 

established interests’. H e  told the Dail in July 1956 that his government wished to 

reconcile its strongly anti-colonial traditions with its support for ‘the just and 

reasonable interests o f  European powers which have a major role to play in the defence

Quoted in Huldt, Sweden, the UN and decolonisation, p. 29. 
ibid.
Efraim Karsh, Neutrality and sm all states (London, 1988), p. 116.

^^Ibid, p. 120
”  ‘Afro-Irish A ssem bly’, The Economist, 19 Dec. 1959.

D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 159, Cols. 142-4 (3 July 1956).
‘Ireland in the United Nations’, Eire-Ireland: the Weekly Bulletin o f  the Department o f  External 

Affairs, No. 342, 29 Oct. 1956.
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o f the free world’. W h a t  little interest the Irish public exhibited was largely in favour 

o f Cosgrave’s comments. A 5 July editorial in The Irish Times concerned itself largely 

with the question o f  partition at the United Nations but commented that ‘the attitude o f 

[Cosgrave’s] Government, which is also the attitude o f the country, is on the side o f the 

democratic W est’.®'

Aiken shared Cosgrave’s commitment to the United Nations Charter and, in a 

different fashion, his commitment to upholding Western civilisation, but to them he 

added a diplomatic pragmatism -  that the problems presented to the United Nations 

were ‘just like other human problems, neither black nor white. They are grey and 

m i x e d . I t  was under his tutelage that Ireland fully realised the autonomy in foreign 

policy for which it was so widely praised by The Economist and others. He believed 

that international law and organisations like the United Nations offered ‘the best
63guarantee o f  our freedom and independence’, and adapted Ireland’s policies 

accordingly. In his emphasis on the second o f  Cosgrave’s principles Aiken developed 

the former’s definition o f Ireland’s diplomatic identity, indentifying it as ‘part o f a 

fraternity o f  anti-colonial nations’,̂ '* and emphasising his government’s commitment to 

‘democratic, civil and religious freedom for all peoples’.®̂

The resulting policies owed an additional debt to the exchanges between the 

various actors in the Irish government and the DEA. At cabinet level de Valera’s 

independent attitude encouraged Aiken to take a constructive approach to international 

affairs, one balanced by the more W estern-conscious Lemass. Within the DEA, the 

independently-minded Aiken and Conor Cruise O ’Brien (a DEA official until his 

departure for the United Nations in 1961) were balanced by the more pro-Western 

Boland (Irish Ambassador to the United Nations from 1955 to 1964) and Con Cremin 

(Secretary o f the DEA from 1958 until 1964, and Irish Ambassador to the United 

Nations from 1964 until 1974). Their individual and collective efforts did not go 

unnoticed by the international community. Behind The Economist's  exaggerated 

superlatives -  ‘the [General] assembly needs a few more Irelands o f this kind ... As

“  Liam Cosgrave, DdUEireann deb.. Vol. 159, Col. 145 (3 July 1956).
‘Ireland and the U N ’, Hie Irish Times, 5 July 1955.
Frank Aiken, D dil Eireann deb.. Vol. 159, Col. 146 (3 July 1956).

“  Frank Aiken, UNGA plenary meeting, 6 Oct. 1960, UNORGA, A/PV.890.
Bhreatnach, ‘Friend o f  the colonial powers?’, p. 182.
“‘Cruel injustice” against Tibet: Aiken refers to critical time ahead’. The Irish Times, 13 April 1959.
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well as Scandinavians to coax, it needs more honorary Irish to goad’^̂  -  there existed a 

healthy respect for the Irish approach to international affairs. At Ireland’s first General 

Assembly, Cosgrave ‘made a deep impression by the sincerity and constructiveness o f 

his speeches’ and his officials were singled out for further praise by their British 

counterparts: ‘Mr Boland, the leader o f  the Delegation, is an old League o f  Nations 

hand and a brilliant draftsman. Mr [Eamon] Kennedy, Miss [Sheila] Murphy, Mr [Paul] 

Keating and Dr O ’Brien all contributed a strong and novel flavour which the Assembly 

found p l e a s a n t . B y  1962 the Irish delegation had ‘established a good reputation for 

itself as a clear-thinking, energetic and efficient team ’,̂ * and came to be viewed by 

British officials as particularly important in encouraging the new Afro-Asian members 

to act responsibly: ‘[n]ot only do they themselves set a notable example o f restraint and 

common sense, but they regularly use their influence with the newer members to induce 

in them a similar approach.

The accolades accorded to individual Irish officials, such as O ’Brien’s role in 

the Congo (see chapter two) and Eamon Kennedy’s term as rapporteur for the South 

West Africa Committee (see chapter three) helped to reinforce Irish support for the 

United Nations and, the Irish public believed, were a reflection o f the state’s 

international standing. The Irish Independent felt that Boland’s election as President o f 

the General Assembly in 1960 reflected a positive view o f Ireland’s contributions to 

international affairs: ‘To be acceptable a man must be o f proved impartiality, be a 

skilled diplomat and come from a country which is able to conduct its affairs with 

responsibility.’™ Boland was a ‘man o f  many friends’ at the United Nations, and his 

election in 1960 confirmed the esteem in which he and the Irish delegation were held.^' 

Aiken too won considerable respect for his support o f the United Nations and 

his attempt to pursue an independent attitude to the conduct o f international affairs. 

British officials, who in 1957 regretted Cosgrave’s departure and worried that Aiken

‘Afro-Irish A ssem b ly’, The E conom ist, 19 D ec. 1959.
‘Extract from Report on the C om m onw ealth D elegations at the l l ”' Session o f  the United N ations 

General A ssem bly, M ay, 1957’, N A U K  DO 3 5 /10625 .
‘Confidential. Irish Republic at the United Nations: B rief for V isit o f  P .U .S. [Private Under-Secretary] 

to Dublin, June, 1962’, N A U K  DO 181/9.
Confidential briefing titled ‘V isit o f  Irish M inisters’, prepared for visit o f  Lem ass and A iken to the 

Foreign O ffice, 19 March 1963, ibid.
‘Honour for Ireland’, Irish Independent, 21 Sept. 1960.
H illing to Boland, 20  Sept. 1960, Trinity C o llege  Dublin M anuscripts Departm ent (hereafter TCD M S) 

Frederick Boland Papers (hereafter Boland Papers) 10469/1.
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would be overly em otional about the partition issu e /^  grew in respect for the latter’s 

approach to and interest in the United N ations and com m ented in 1966 that he took ‘an 

objective, indeed a friendly interest, in our relations in all departm ents except where 

Partition is concerned’/^  Aiken won many friends in N ew  York am ong a w ide variety 

o f  delegations, ranging from the new ly-independent A fro-A sian states w ho respected 

his background in the w ar o f  independence, to Ireland’s m oderate partners, and officials 

from Britain and the United States. He developed friendships w ith a num ber o f  

prom inent United Nations officials, including Andrew  Cordier, its ch ie f negotiator in 

the Congo, and Ralph Bunche, the Secretary G eneral’s representative in Leopoldville at 

the outbreak o f  that crisis. His support for the United N ations, exem plified by the 

considerable am ount o f  tim e and effort he expended in N ew  York, was widely 

appreciated, and roundly m issed after his term as M inister ended. In O ctober 1969 

Bunche, then U nder Secretary-G eneral, wrote to A iken from New Y ork that ‘to an old- 

tim er like m yself it seems strange that you are not here. 1 simply felt im pelled to write 

this note to let you know how much I personally m iss your tow ering (literally and 

figuratively) presence here.’’"̂

I r e l a n d , D e c o l o n is a t io n  a n d  t h e  U n it e d  N a t io n s

The policies pursued by the Irish governm ent were a product o f  the interplay between 

these various actors. O f the officials in the DEA Boland was certainly the most 

influential. His anxiety about ‘the excitable and excessive dem onstrations o f  the
75“w ilder” anti-colonials’ tem pered foreign policy with a realism  and pragm atism  that

lent it its specific character. His influence was visible in Irish attitudes to  decolonisation

to the sam e extent as elsew here in its foreign policy. He told an audience in Cleveland,

Ohio, in D ecem ber 1959 that

N ot m erely for reasons o f  world security but also as freem en and 
Christians, we m ust accept the duty o f  convincing the m en and 
wom en o f  the new nations o f  Asia, A frica and the M iddle East that 
only in a dem ocratic system w hich guarantees every citizen his

Kimber to James, 3 Sept. 1957, N A U K  DO 35/10625 .
N ote, ‘Mr Frank A iken, Tanaiste (Deputy Prime M inister) and M inister for External A ffa irs’, prepared 

for the British Foreign Secretary’s visit to North A m erica in 1966, N A U K  DO 182/149.
Bunche to A iken, 1 Oct. 1969, University C ollege Dublin A rchives (hereafter U C D A ) Frank Aiken  

Papers (hereafter A iken Papers) P I04 /6990 .
Bhreatnach, ‘Friend o f  the colonial pow ers?’, p. 200.

28



essential liberties and an equal respect for his rights can the dignity 
due to them  as hum an beings be achieved and safeguarded; and that 
C om m unism  and other form s o f  totalitarianism  will most assuredly 
rob them  o f  it7^

Firm ly based in the rhetoric o f  Ireland’s colonial and Christian heritage, B oland’s 

speech reflected a policy that was independent but at the same time broadly 

sym pathetic to W estern concerns.

In the international clim ate o f  the late 1950s there was an unavoidably close 

relationship between Ireland’s broader foreign policy objectives and its attitude to  the 

decolonisation process. In arriving at the latter the Irish governm ent based its approach 

on tw o not alw ays com patible principles; ‘self-determ ination and proven readiness for 

self-ru le’. P o l i c y  was based on a desire to m inim ise grievances am ong both coloniser 

and colonised, to contribute to  the creation o f  successful and stable independent states, 

and to help reduce the spread o f  Cold W ar tensions, w ith its attendant consequences for 

international security.

It was in the m eetings o f  the United N ations and particularly the Fourth or 

T rusteeship C om m ittee, originally constituted to deal with issues relating to the United 

N ations Trust Territories, but which later expanded to becom e the central forum for the 

discussion o f  all colonial issues, that these policies found full voice. In the late 1950s, 

the com m ittee’s attention w as focussed on deciding the future o f  the Trust Territories, 

giving opportunity for the practical application o f  Irish-supported principles. The 

policies the Irish delegation pursued w ere a m ix o f  pragmatism  and idealism and 

reflected the com plex diplom atic identity they created. In January 1957, the Irish 

delegation supported the French governm ent against attacks by the then small Afro- 

A sian bloc o f  its policies in French Togoland, one o f  the T rust Territories. Responding 

to French entreaties, it voted in support o f  French concerns and ‘reversed its standard 

practice o f  not attending Fourth Com m ittee m eetings to  do so’.’* By the end o f  the 

year, that position had altered to some extent, though it rem ained couched in a desire to 

accom m odate the colonising power. After the United N ations com m ission established 

to deal with the question suggested a further plebiscite to determ ine the T ogolese

Frederick H. Boland, ‘Freedom and toleration in a democratic society: an address given before the 
First Friday Club o f  Cleveland’, 31 Dec. 1959, UCDA Aiken Papers P104/6316.

Skelly, Irish diplom acy, p. 134.
Ibid., pp. 77-8.
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population’s desire for independence, Ireland, along with Canada. Colom bia, Denmark, 

and Liberia, sponsored a resolution calling for significant pow ers to be transferred to 

the territory by 1958, and the creation o f  a legislative assem bly which w ould decide its 

status. Introducing the resolution, Eamon Kennedy betrayed the Irish governm ent’s 

dual concerns. He com m ented on his delegation’s ‘profound conviction o f  the 

im portance o f  good self-governm ent’ and its aw areness ‘o f  the real dangers 

surrounding the prem ature grant o f  unilateral independence, in conditions o f  econom ic 

instability and w ant’, and paid tribute to the work o f  France as adm inistering authority, 

w hile sim ultaneously em phasising that ‘no Delegation rejoices m ore than mine does in
79“the cause o f  freedom  and independence’” . Successful decolonisation was presented

as integral to international stability since A frica’s future no longer lay ‘in the obedient

subordination o f  dependent peoples, but rather in the voluntary cooperation o f  the

A dm inistering powers with the peoples under their care, so that these peoples may

choose their own path, w isely and well-equipped, with the full collaboration o f  the

State that nurtured them and in the fullness o f  tim e’.*°

In this approach, Ireland was not unlike Sweden, w hose policies on the Trust

Territories during this period, Huldt noted, ‘were largely the result o f  com prom ises
81reached within a fixed fram ew ork outlined by the respective adm inistrating states’. 

The Irish governm ent was com m itted to what Huldt further term ed a process o f  

‘consensus form ation’, which em phasised the need for dialogue and constructive 

engagem ent with the adm inistering powers.*^ In the case o f  Togoland, the process was 

m ade easier by the fact that the m ajority o f  the anti-colonial states believed in the desire 

o f  the French governm ent to end its adm inistration. T he resolution introduced in 1958 

bore the m ark o f  the Irish delegation’s new ly-established role as a m em ber o f  the 

m oderate group since, equally im portantly, it enjoyed the support o f  the French 

delegation. Only Ghana, w hich coveted the Togoland territory, voted against when it 

reached the General Assem bly, w hile the Soviet and A rab m em bers, who could be 

num bered am ong G hana’s supporters, abstained. In a further testam ent to the state’s

‘Statement by delegate o f  Ireland, Mr E.L. Kennedy, on the question o f  French Togoland’, 19 Nov. 
1957, NAI DFA Permanent Mission to the United Nations (hereafter PMUN) 50 X/3.
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Huldt, Sweden, the UN and decolonisation, p. 136.
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new -found standing, Boland was tw ice asked by C anada and Denm ark to  lead the 

United N ations Com m ission to m onitor the Togolese elections in 1958, though he 

declined on both occasions.

Togo policy was repeated in the Irish delegation’s approach to the fate o f  the 

o ther U nited N ations Trust Territories. In D ecem ber 1958 it co-sponsored a resolution 

at the Fourth Com m ittee aim ed at resolving a frontier dispute over Somaliland between 

Italy and E thiopia by calling for the appointm ent o f  an independent third m em ber o f  an 

arbitration tribunal to settle the issue. K ennedy’s contribution to the Fourth C om m ittee 

debate on the date o f  the Trust T errito ry ’s independence eleven m onths later reiterated 

the duality o f  Ireland’s approach. The Irish delegation desired that Somaliland should 

‘accede to independence and nationhood as soon as possib le’, but warned ‘that all the 

final steps such as the com pletion o f  the plan for the transfer o f  powers and the 

approval o f  the constitution should be com pleted beforehand by the Italian and Somali 

G overnm ents’.*  ̂ Earlier that year he had given an even clearer indication o f  his 

governm ent’s policies in a M arch debate on the future o f  the British and French Trust 

T erritories in the Cam eroons. Having outlined Ireland’s status ‘am ong those who 

understood the pow er o f  nationalism  and knew the sacrifices men could m ake for 

freedom  and independence’, Kennedy em phasised his delegation’s concern for the 

future stability o f  the continent.*"^ He rejected suggestions that elections for the state’s 

assem bly should take place before independence and under United N ations supervision; 

the people o f  the C am eroons had already chosen independence via plebiscite, so to 

require that elections should be held as a pre-requisite to that independence would
o r

‘interfere unjustifiably’ with the internal affairs o f  the new state. Exhibitm g an 

obvious concern at the potential spread o f  the Cold War, Kennedy warned that all 

m em bers o f  the com m ittee ‘should bew are o f  doing anything that m ight im ply that the 

new  State w ould not be capable o f  shaping its own destiny w ithout external aid and o f  

governing itse lf with due respect for the rights and liberties o f  the individual’.*̂

The role that Ireland played on these occasions showed an aw areness o f  the 

broader difficulties involved in the decolonisation process, a desire to ensure that self-

Eamon Kennedy, UNGA Fourth Committee, 20 Nov. 1959, UNORGA, A/C.4/SR.962.
Eamon Kennedy, UNGA Fourth Committee, 6 March 1959, UNORGA, A/C.4/SR.866.
Ibid.
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determ ination was achieved under the best possible conditions and a com m itm ent to the 

creation o f  successful post-independence polities. In general, policy was aim ed at 

leaving both the colonisers and the colonised with the m inim um  level o f  grievance and 

reducing the potential for w eakened states in which outside influence m ight gain a 

foothold. It appeared to place Ireland at the forefront o f  the decolonisation debate yet, 

as Huldt rem arked in the case o f  Sweden whose policies follow ed a sim ilar pattern, the 

significance o f  Irish policies in securing greater United N ations activity ‘should not be 

exaggerated as this involvem ent was acceptable to and even invited by the 

adm inistering pow ers’.*  ̂ At the sam e tim e how ever it had a very visible effect on 

defining Ireland’s diplom atic identity at the United N ations. A fter its contribution to the 

debate on solving the dispute betw een Italy and Ethiopia in 1958 the Irish delegation 

was ‘thanked profusely by both the Ethiopians and Italians and [was] given credit for 

the result by delegations generally’.*** The state earned the friendship o f  both African 

and W estern states, sought a constructive and inclusive solution to the problem s o f  the 

United Nations, and used issues like decolonisation, on w hich it could take a principled 

stance, to signal its diplom atic independence.

D ip l o m a c y  O u t s id e  t h e  U n it e d  N a t io n s  C o n t e x t

At its centre, this approach em phasised the protection o f  Ireland’s national interests 

through its support for international law and the prom otion o f  peaceful solutions to 

international conflict. The United N ations was the prim ary venue for its pursuit o f  these 

norms, but it also attem pted to use its influence outside that context to cultivate a 

respect for the same principles am ong the em erging A frican states. In a speech to m ark 

N igerian independence in Dublin in O ctober 1960, the M inister for Industry and 

Com m erce, Jack Lynch, expressed his hope that N igeria’s leaders w ould ‘subscribe to 

the principles o f  international conduct on which the rule o f  law m ust rest’ and reiterated 

his governm ent’s b elief in the United N ations as ‘the w orld forum ...  which represents 

in these troubled tim es the best hope for ensuring the safety and progress o f  

m ankind’.*  ̂ N ew states like N igeria were called on to live up to w hat Hedley Bull later

Huldt, Sweden, the UN and decolonisation, p. 137.
** Boland to Cremin, 18 Dec. 1958, NAI DFA PMUN 92 X/45.

‘Nigeria can play great role to-day — Minister’, Irish Independent, 2 Oct. 1960.

32



called the ‘duties and rights attaching to states as m em bers o f  international society’.̂ ® 

The established m oderate states viewed it as im portant that once they becam e m em bers 

o f  the international com m unity the new states should view  their responsibilities in the 

same m anner. To the Irish governm ent this m eant encouraging them  to act in a fashion 

conducive to the creation o f  the kind o f  system they prom oted through the United 

N ations, w ith the em phasis on finding peaceful and constructive solutions in the pursuit 

o f  international stability, or, as A iken counselled the em erging states, ‘to be patient 

until [independence] arrives . ..  and to act forgivingly and generously thereafter’.^'

The potential influence the Irish governm ent w ielded w as realised only 

gradually and partially. In January 1957 the DEA recom m ended that Ireland had little 

need to be represented at the Ghanaian independence cerem onies, com m enting that it 

had ‘no im m ediate political interest in the Gold Coast itself,’ though it recognised the 

‘desirability o f  w orking tow ards som e degree o f  intim acy with the A fro-A sian nations
Q9

and the bloc that they constitute in the United N ations’. It was not until the spring o f 

1960 that the question was seriously raised o f  appointing an Irish diplom atic 

representative to  Africa, and W est Africa in particular. By then other pressing issues o f 

national interest had com e to the fore. The presence o f  a large num ber o f  Irish 

m issionaries on the continent led to  increased pressure from am ong the Irish Catholic 

hierarchy to appoint an Irish representative to the region. A s early as 1957, the 

Taoiseach John A. Costello had expressed his concern that Ireland ‘had nobody to look 

after our M issionaries in A frica and A sia’.^  ̂ N igeria, the hom e o f  the largest 

concentration o f  m issionaries, becam e the strongest candidate. A fter Dr Thom as 

M cG etterick, B ishop o f  O goja in the Eastern Region o f  that country, raised the 

possibility o f  Irish representation in a M ay 1959 conversation w ith Crem in, citing his 

fear o f  possible religious tension after the state’s independence,^'' o ther clerics followed 

suit in the hope that Ireland m ight build on the strong reputation it enjoyed in the 

region.

H edley B ull, ‘Society  and anarchy in international relations’, in James Der Derian (ed.). In ternational 
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Their arguments had a definite influence on the final decision to site an Irish 

representative in Nigeria, but political considerations were clearly in evidence in 

A iken’s thinking. In March 1960 the DEA advised the government that the future o f  

Irish diplomatic relations with sub-Saharan Africa necessitated the appointment o f  ‘a 

career consul o f  First Secretary rank, resident in either Ghana or Nigeria, whose area o f  

jurisdiction would cover both countries’. I t s  recommendation was founded in ‘the 

importance from the political, social and economic aspects o f  having Ireland 

permanently represented in these two African countries’. A i k e n  clearly had visions o f  

cultivating his government’s influence with both states. He wished to capitalise on the 

goodwill shown to Ireland, ‘particularly in N igeria’, where its reputation was 

‘extremely high’.^  ̂ Following his visit to Ghana to attend the celebrations marking that 

state’s reconstitution as a republic in July 1960, Aiken wrote to his Ghanaian 

counterpart, Ako Adeji, to express his belief in ‘the sympathy and friendship which 

bind our two peoples and which, it is my fervent hope, the years ahead will strengthen 

and develop’.'̂ * The Irish government’s moderate stance and the independent role it had 

cultivated at the United Nations made it seem all the more important that the state avail 

o f  any opportunity to guide the African continent along a similar path. A iken’s general 

reluctance to expand Irish diplomatic representation, which he felt could be more than 

adequately covered at the United Nations, gives further significance to the decision 

made in June 1960 to establish a resident mission in Nigeria. Only five months later, in 

N ovem ber I960, the post was elevated to Embassy status in order to gain ‘full value’ 

from Irish representation; ‘[a] Consul would not enjoy the same standing in the eyes o f  

the Nigerian Administration and community, and consequently would not have the 

same influence, as an A m bassador’.

The decision had the additional goal o f  pursuing Irish trade possibilities in West 

Africa at a time when the Irish economy was expanding and looking outwards for new 

markets. In addition to the political attitudes that they shared, trade promotion was an 

important element in the foreign policy o f  small states: Swedish goals were based on

M olloy to sec ., Dept, o f  Finance, 22  March 1960, N A l DFA 317/88  Pt I.
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what Huldt denoted the preservation o f  its independence and m ilitary security, but also 

the ‘prom otion o f  Swedish econom ic (and trade) in terests’,'^ '’ albeit on a m uch larger 

scale than Ireland. On his return from N igeria’s independence celebrations in O ctober 

1960 -  his presence in itse lf a m arker o f  the state’s im portance to Ireland -  Lem ass 

initiated a detailed investigation by C oras Trachtala (CTT), the Irish Export Board, into 

the viability o f  Irish trade w ith the new ly-independent state. Lem ass was prom pted by 

conversations with various Irish expatriates and m issionaries, but the potential had been 

appreciated by the Irish governm ent several years beforehand. In 1958 CTT had acted 

on a request by six Irish firm s to  com m ission a report on m arkets in G hana and N igeria, 

w hich com m ented on possibilities for Irish firm s in the m arket for ‘capital goods such 

as building materials’, a n d  A edan O ’B eirne’s later appointm ent as the first Irish 

consul to N igeria w as m ade on the basis that he w as ‘an officer with considerable 

experience in trade promot ion’. T h e  efforts met with little success how ever and those 

following Lem ass’s visit fared little better. In spite o f  the creation o f  a direct shipping 

link between Ireland and W est A frica in April 1961, and the opening o f  a G uinness 

plant in N igeria in M arch 1963, trade was limited. Irish com panies declined to 

capitalise on the opportunities highlighted by CTT and the G uinness plant operated 

through the com pany’s British base rather than St Jam es’s Gate. It was not until the 

m id-1970s, when C TT ran another trade m ission and appointed its own representative 

in Lagos, that Irish exporters gained any significant share o f  the N igerian m arket, and 

even then their success was limited by the onset o f  recession in the N igerian econom y 

in the latter part o f  the decade.

1 9 6 0 : ‘T h e  Y e a r  o f  A f r i c a ’

The attention that the Irish governm ent afforded to the new states showed an aw areness 

o f  their potential im pact on international affairs. Its assessm ent w as not unfounded. By 

the end o f  the 1960s their presence at the United N ations led to the existence o f  w hat 

Lem ass later described as tw o groups o f  uncom m itted countries, the first o f  which 

included the A fro-A sian states and the second o f  w hich, ‘a group o f  independent

Huldt, Sweden, the UN and decolonisation, p. 28.
‘Foreign Trade Committee, Minutes o f  meeting held on 2"‘‘ September, I960’, NAI DFA 348/186/7.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Appointment o f  Mr A.P.J. O’Beim e as Consul o f  Ireland at 

Lagos, N igeria’, 16 July 1960, NAI DFA 317/88 Ft I.
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countries which were trying to judge all issues on their m erits and cast their votes 

accordingly’,'®  ̂ included Ireland. The increasing divergence between the tw o groups 

served to test the Irish governm ent’s com m itm ent to the decolonisation process, at least 

as defined by the radical A fro-A sians.

From the beginning o f  the decade their im pact was m ade readily apparent. 1960, 

‘the year o f  A frica’, becam e a turning point in the history o f  United N ations’ 

involvem ent in colonial issues with General A ssem bly resolution 1514, the 

‘Declaration on the G ranting o f  Independence to Colonial C ountries and Peoples’, its 

centre point. It helped to re-deflne the world organisation’s approach to colonialism  and 

colonial structures ‘prim arily in term s o f  ending such regim es’.''^"' With an increasing 

num ber o f  independent A frican states swelling the ranks o f  the A fro-A sian group and 

increasing its voting power, the resolution also marked a high point in the Irish 

contribution to the decolonisation debate. As one o f  the only W estern states to support 

the resolution, it served as a distillation o f  the Irish governm ent’s policies o f  the 

previous five years and a re-iteration o f  its diplom atic independence, one which Noel 

Dorr later com m ented formed ‘the conceptual basis for our anti-colonial pol i cy’. T h e  

m anner in which the Irish approach was fram ed reasserted its com m itm ent to the 

decolonisation process and reinforced its diplom atic identity. A iken addressed the 

G eneral Assem bly on 5 D ecem ber I960 as representative o f  w hat he term ed ‘a nation 

that fought for centuries to uphold the principles o f  freedom  for men and nations’. '”  ̂

He did so with the aim o f  securing ‘the passage o f  a resolution ...  that will best serve 

the long-term  interests o f  all nations’, nam ely peace and the reduction o f  poverty, 

illiteracy and disease throughout the w o r l d . A n  earlier draft o f  A iken’s speech 

revealed the core concepts o f  his approach to decolonisation. In it he praised the 

‘guiding hand’ o f  the United N ations that ‘directed and contro lled’ the course o f  

freedom . He com bined the Irish governm ent’s support for the principle o f  self- 

determ ination with its b elief in constructive, patient reform;

Sean Lem ass, ‘Small states in international organisations’, in August Schou and A m e O lav  
Brundtland (eds.). Sm all s ta tes  in in ternation al rela tions: N o b e l sym posium  17  (Uppsala, 1971), p. 117.

Edward T. R ow e, ‘The Em erging Anti-C olonial C onsensus in the United N ations’, The Jou rn a l o f  
C onflict R esolution , V ol. 8, N o . 3. (Septem ber, 1964), p. 227.

Interview with Dorr (12  April 2005).
Frank Aiken, U N G A  plenary m eeting, 5 D ec. 1960, U N O R G A , A /P V .935.
Ibid.
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We w elcom e [the resolution] because we believe in w hat it says. But we 
shall not vote for it in the b e lie f that any such resolution passed here 
could autom atically bring freedom  to the w orld’s rem aining dependent 
people. Indeed I could think o f  nothing m ore callous, nothing more 
calculated to  breed disillusion and distrust . . .  Surely independence is 
som ething m uch m ore im portant and m uch less easy. Self-determ ination 
and independence are aim s for which we m ust work, not decisions 
which we can im pose on dependent peoples.'®*

At the onset o f  a new era for the United N ations A iken framed Irish policy in 

term s both o f  its past history and its fears and aspirations for the future. At its heart lay 

a recognition that that future had the potential to bring not a vindication o f  the values 

held by Ireland and the other m oderate states, but a radicalisation o f  A fro-A sian 

dem ands and an increasing divergence in the attitude o f  the tw o groups. It w as a 

process already visible in the debates o f  the Fourth C om m ittee in 1960. W ith 

neighbouring Congo in the grip o f  civil war, the United N ations’ involvem ent in 

m oulding the future o f  the Belgian Trust Territories Ruanda-Urundi took on an 

additional gravity. The case provided a test for policies that the Irish governm ent had 

developed in its first few years at the United N ations. The Belgian authorities’ desire 

for rapid decolonisation, coupled with very real fears o f  serious inter-ethnic violence, 

m ade it extrem ely difficult to map out an orderly future for the territories. In a letter to 

Crem in in D ecem ber 1960, Kennedy warned o f  fears that the rivalries between the 

Hutu and Tutsi tribes in the region ‘may not be healed and that independence may bring 

the sam e kind o f  disintegration as the Congo has seen unless great care is taken ’. 

Four m onths later he told representatives o f  the sam e tribes addressing the Fourth 

Com m ittee that while the ‘sole w ish o f  the Irish delegation was to see the people o f  

Ruanda attain independence in conditions o f  happiness and prosperity’, he would have 

‘great difficulty in voting for early independence for the Territory if  he felt that 

independence m ight touch o ff  serious civil disturbances sim ilar to the tragic collapse in 

another part o f  A frica’."®

The com plexity o f  the question highlighted the lim itations o f  the United N ations 

m achinery in w hich Ireland had invested so much. A s the Irish delegation adm itted.

First draft o f  speech on ‘The granting o f  independence to colonial countries and peoples’, undated 
[Dec. I960?], UCDA Aiken Papers P I04/6320.

Kennedy to Cremin, 22 Dec. 1960, NAl DFA PMUN 131 X/84.
Eamon Kennedy, UNGA Fourth Committee, 3 April 1961, LTNORGA, A/C .4/SR .1127.
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‘United N ations m achinery, no m atter how well intentioned it was, could not succeed if

the peoples them selves did not w ish for harm ony’. ' "  The m oderate stance for which

Ireland had been praised in the latter h a lf o f  the 1950s was being increasingly eclipsed

by the A fro-A sian group. Kennedy com m ented that although Belgium  had not

adequately prepared the territory for independence, ‘the pressures o f  the radical

m em bers o f  the Afro-Asian group ...  have only made the situation even m ore 
112explosive’. Conversely, that situation made the role o f  the m oderate states m ore 

important. In February 1962, with the date o f  independence fast approaching, the Irish 

delegation co-sponsored a m otion with Sweden calling for the progressive replacem ent 

o f  Belgian troops with a United N ations-trained indigenous force. Tadhg O ’Sullivan 

warned that the world organisation ‘would have the blood o f  innocent people on its 

hands if  it drew Belgian troops out o f  Ruanda Urundi before native troops could assure 

order and security in the trust territo ry ’."^  The Irish delegation’s actions confirm ed its 

role at the United Nations and the continued respect show n to it (and Sweden) as 

m em bers o f  the m oderate centre. The draft resolution won praise from Paul-Henri 

Spaak, the Belgian representative, but tellingly also enjoyed the support o f  the Afro- 

Asian bloc for its com m itm ent to the essential goal o f  self-determ ination.

In fram ing it Boland ‘spent a good deal o f  tim e’ conversing with Afro-A sian 

delegates and was ‘glad to say that they are not in the least resentful of, or antagonised 

by it. I em phasised in speaking to them  that there was no difference betw een our 

respective view s as to the objective to be achieved. W here w e differed w as as to the 

best m eans o f  achieving it.’ " ”* As a signifier o f  the growing difference o f  perspective 

between the tw o sides, however, his com m ents were telling. The Irish governm ent 

supported decolonisation, but not at any cost when it had seen the risks first-hand in the 

C ongo (see chapter two). It continued to court the support o f  the A fro-A sian group, 

with which it saw itself as a peaceful moderator, but w ith w hich its influence was 

grow ing increasingly limited. In July 1962, in spite o f  Ire land’s m isgivings, the 

territories were accepted as m em bers o f  the United N ations and as the independent

N ote, ‘The question o f  the future o f  Ruanda-Urundi’, unsigned [Eamon K ennedy?], undated [1961?], 
NA I DFA PM U N  131 X /84.

N ote  by K ennedy, ‘The Question o f  the future o f  Ruanda-Urundi: Historical B ackground’, undated 
[1961?], ibid.

‘W arning to UN by Irish delegate’, The Irish Tim es, 21 Feb. 1962.
Boland to Cremin, 20  Feb. 1962, N A I D FA  305/420 .

38



states o f Burundi and Rwanda. Ireland’s role in the proceedings, however, continued to 

earn it the respect o f the Afro-Asian states, and the Ghanaian delegation requested that 

it co-sponsor the resolution proposing the two countries as members, which the Irish 

delegation gladly accepted.

The growing influence o f the Afro-Asian group manifested itself in other ways. 

The designation o f  the 1960s as the first United Nations Development Decade and the 

adoption o f a target contribution for developed countries to transfer 1% o f  GNP as aid 

for the developing world linked Afro-Asian attempts to consolidate their political 

independence through economic development with their challenge to Western states to 

live up to their rhetorical commitment to a successful future for Africa by providing it 

with the means to achieve it. Ireland had some prior history o f involvement in overseas 

assistance. The Irish Red Cross was involved in the deployment o f  aid in post-war 

France, and later in India, and stimulated a limited amount o f  public interest and 

involvement in its activities. But it was the work o f Irish missionaries, so important in 

informing public attitudes towards the developing world, that had the greatest influence 

on public perceptions o f aid. Though it was not until after Pope Paul V i’s 1967 

encyclical on development, Populonim Progressio, that missionaries became widely 

involved in such activities (to the extent that by 1980 60% of missionary work could be 

classified as ‘development assistance’),"^  their actions had helped to foster a sense o f 

obligation towards the developing world. The ‘penny for a black baby’ campaign called 

on Irish citizens to support societies building schools, hospitals, and churches in their 

parishes abroad. Missionary magazines and family and local relationships with those 

serving in the developing world provided evidence o f  where and how their assistance 

was having effect on the missions. A growing number o f university graduates and 

tradesmen and women also worked in the developing world; Catholic Missions, for 

example, in July 1962 praised the emergence o f a ‘new class o f  mission lay helpers ... 

A grand exodus o f  Arts and Science graduates, both men and women, has begun.’ 

Their work reached all levels o f  Irish society. A iken’s son, Frank Jr, an engineer, was 

one o f many who went from Ireland to work as a lay helper on the missions, in his case

Richard F. Quinn with Robert Carroll, 77ie missionary fa c to r  in Irish a id  overseas (Dublin, 1980), p.
19.

‘The place o f  the lay helper on the m issions’, Catholic M issions, Vol. 126, No. 3 (July 1962).
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to Nigeria, and returned with a ‘rewarding experience w hich I w ould not have missed

for w orlds’."^  At around the same time, A iken’s daughter, Aedam ar, also w orked in

A frica as a teacher in Zam bia. This group o f  Irish citizens -  m issionary and lay -
1 ] 8formed what Lem ass described in 1963 as Ireland’s ‘own brand o f  “peace corps’” . 

Their experience had the effect o f  creating a strong relationship between Ireland and 

A frica and fostered a sense o f  obligation am ong the Irish public based on the 

m issionary experience and on the sense, as Fine Gael TD A nthony Barry told the Dail 

in February 1964, that Ireland’s ‘struggle for freedom  has fitted us in a unique way for 

this great task’."^  Just as the Irish independence struggle w as held up as an exam ple to 

Africa, so too m ight Ireland’s post-independence developm ent and the achievem ent o f  

a strong, w ell-functioning state offer some encouragem ent and lessons.

The Irish governm ent’s response follow ed in the vein o f  its attitudes to 

decolonisation. It recognised the extent to w hich the state’s colonial past and 

m issionary experience fostered certain obligations and felt further that ‘outside help, 

given in a disinterested manner, could be o f  great benefit to those [African] countries in 

the early years o f  their existence as independent States’. T h e  DEA em phasised the 

‘moral responsibility’ and ‘in terest’ that all European states had in ensuring that 

African states w ould be allowed to ‘conduct their affairs in a m anner calculated to serve 

at one and the same tim e both their own interests and the interests o f  peace’. I n  

O ctober I960 A iken told the United N ations G eneral A ssem bly that states like Ireland 

had ‘to discipline ourselves as loyal and practical supporters o f  this O rganisation’, not 

only for peace, but because ‘for m any it also offers the best hope o f  disinterested help 

in the econom ic and technical developm ent o f  w hich they stand in such urgent need’. 

Sustained econom ic developm ent and the reduction o f  inequality between developed 

and developing w orlds w ere closely intertw ined with the pursuit o f  international 

stability central to the Irish foreign policy. It paralleled the approach o f  the m oderate 

states that shared Ireland’s attitude to international affairs. In July 1950 the Dutch

Frank Aiken Jr, ‘My kind o f  A frica', M issionary Annals, Vol. 49, N o. 10 (Oct. 1966), p. 18.
‘Address by Mr Sean Lemass, Taoiseach, at Luncheon o f  National Press Club, Washington, DC, 

Wednesday, 16''’ October, 1963’, NAI DT 98/6/404.
Dai!Eireann deb., Vol. 207, Col. 1737 (27 Feb. 1964).
Draft DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Assistance for newly-independent African countries’. 

May 1960, NAI DFA PMUN 363 C/2/17.
Ibid.
Frank Aiken, UNGA plenary meeting, 6 Oct. 1960, UNORGA, A/PV.890.
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M inister for Foreign A ffairs D.U. Stikker em phasised that his governm ent’s

contributions to the United N ations’ developm ent funds were ‘supposed to  lessen the

differences in living standards and purchasing pow er, thus easing international tensions

-  an idealistic com bination o f  the w elfare and anti-com m unist argum ents in favour o f

a id ’.'^^ The same v/as true o f  the N orw egian governm ent’s attitude to ODA. Pharo

noted that w hile N orw ay’s aid program m e to India in 1952 was undertaken to jo in  ‘the

containm ent efforts o f  the W est by m eans o f  a constructive proposal to  prom ote

econom ic developm ent, at the sam e tim e N orw ay intended the initiative to  strengthen

the United N ations’.'̂ "*

Based on the assum ption that an Irish contribution to international aid

program m es, ‘on a scale w hich w ould m ake our contribution appear significant
1

absolutely is neither to be expected nor within the country’s resources’, ‘ the 

governm ent’s response was the creation in June 1960 o f  a technical assistance 

program m e that offered training for officials for new ly-independent A frican states. It 

was envisaged that Ireland w'ould either loan civil service officers to those states or 

train A frican civil servants in Ireland. Its central prem ise was to provide A fricans with 

the experience o f  a system  that was, as A iken reiterated in 1968, ‘nearer to what they 

w ould m eet at home than the conditions in the United States, in Germ any, Britain or 

other very big count r i es’. I n  announcing the schem e to the International Social 

Studies Congress in Dublin on 26 June 1960, Lem ass told the audience that the 

governm ent had ‘decided that we can make up for deficiencies in the financial 

contributions w hich w e can afford to this world problem  by making available Irish 

experts, w hether public officials or professional men, for varying periods to the new 

countries’.'^ ’ Its perform ance left a lot to be desired. It had no structured plan, and it 

was clear that A iken envisaged an inform al system  for its im plem entation, with the 

intention o f  regulating the recipients o f  official Irish aid. He retained a personal control, 

with the provision w ritten into the schem e that he ‘be authorised, at his discretion, to

Arens, ‘Dutch development policy’, p. 459.
Helge Pharo, ‘Altruism, security and the impact o f  oil: Norway’s foreign economic assistance policy, 

1958-1971’, Contem porary European History, Vol. 12, No. 4 (2003), p. 530.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Assistance for Newly-Independent African Countries’, 23 

June 1960, NAl DFA PMUN 363 C/2/17.
D dilE ireann  deb.. Vol. 234, Col. 1707 (22 May 1968).
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128make known these arrangements informally to African Governments’. In spite o f 

Aiken’s claim in February 1964 that Ireland had since 1950 ‘received either through 

international organisations or by bilateral arrangements close on 300 nationals of 

developing countries... for training in various spheres such as public health, public 

administration, local government, statue law reform, human rights and the educational 

system’, i t s  practical application was limited to basic schemes introduced by the 

Department o f Health and Department o f Education to allow medical staff and teachers 

to work abroad, and to the training o f a limited number o f African officials in Ireland.

What it said about the Irish relationship with the developing world was more 

important. The scheme was described by the Irish Press as ‘a secular extension of
130Ireland’s age-old missionary vocation to meet the needs o f the twentieth century’, 

and was framed in terms not only o f the country’s contribution in the missionary field, 

but o f  broader international political concerns. A iken’s belief in the essential worth of 

development assistance echoed an increased interest in the subject in the West in 

response to the Soviet Union’s economic activity in the developing world in the mid- 

1950s. Schmidt and Pharo noted that for the states engaged in the Cold War struggle it 

became important ‘to persuade the new and newly independent states in south and 

south-east Asia and in Africa that the economic system of the Western world was 

indeed superior to the communist system as had been demonstrated by the impressive 

recovery o f Europe and Japan’. I r i s h  support for development assistance was a 

logical extension o f its desire to avoid the kind o f ideological battle that this 

precipitated, and to use it more in the manner o f the Nordic states. In Norway 

development aid was already ‘an established feature o f Norwegian foreign policy’ by
1 ^ 7the late 1950s. Denmark had also embarked on a considerable multilateral aid 

programme, although it was not until 1962 that this was added to through the 

introduction o f a bilateral assistance programme. Their attitudes were based, as in the 

Dutch case, on ‘the implicit humanitarian agreement that a country in need should be 

supported by other countries, just as a person in need is supported by his or her fellow

'■* DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Assistance for Newly-lndependent African Countries’, 23 
June 1960, NAl DFA PMUN 363 C/2/17.
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human beings’. I n  this manner development assistance became another tool in 

promoting the norms and values that these states pursued in their foreign policies.

C o n c l u s io n

The Irish attitude to development assistance served to reveal another facet o f its post

colonial mentality. In spite o f the inclusion o f a provision in the Second Programme fo r  

Economic Expansion in 1963 that the state should envisage increasing its ODA ‘and 

making it more systematic according as our own economic capacity grows’, I r i s h  

attitudes were rooted in the view that the country was some way from being a full 

member o f the developed world. Fine Gael’s Declan Costello told the Dail in July 1961 

that Ireland was ‘in the difficult position of being a comparatively poor country 

ourselves and the amount o f  wealth we have available to distribute [through
135development assistance] is certainly o f little significance’. Conversely this mentality 

helped to strengthen the perceived Irish affinity with the developing world. It allowed 

the Irish public, however misguidedly, to identify closely with the goals o f  their 

counterparts in the latter states. Leon Hurwitz, indeed, went so far as to suggest that 

Irish support for decolonisation at the United Nations resulted at least in part from the 

fact that it was ‘relatively as far behind the Federal Republic o f Germany as are various 

Third World countries behind the Irish Republic. Ireland may very well be supporting 

decolonization and self-determination from a sense o f  identification with the “have- 

not” countries.’

It did not necessarily follow that shared experience was the only factor in 

promoting sympathy for the developing world. In the Netherlands, whose colonial 

interests only ended in the early 1960s, Arens explained that the view ‘that the country 

had to play a special role in the world remained a steady undercurrent o f development 

pol icy’. I r e l a n d ’s experience might therefore be better analysed in the same fashion 

as Bo Huldt has done for Sweden, arguing that changes in Swedish policy on 

decolonisation should be viewed in terms o f similar policy changes among the Western

Arens, ‘Dutch development policy’, p. 458.
Ireland. Department o f  Finance, Second program m e fo r  economic expansion Part /(D ublin , n.d. 

[1963?]), p. 16.
D dilE ireann deb., Vol. 191, Col. 564 (11 July 1961).
Hurwitz, ‘The EEC and decolonisation’, p. 441.
Arens, ‘Dutch development policy’, p. 459.
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states.'^* Adapting Stepiien Howe’s proposal that Ireland’s post-independence

development be compared not with independent Africa or Asia, but with other

European contemporaries like Czechoslovakia, Finland, Poland and the Baltic 
1Republics, it is more constructive to view Ireland’s relationship with the developing 

world in terms o f its particularly European identity rather than as a postcolonial state as 

portrayed by Aiken et al. In so doing one can view the Irish government’s support for 

decolonisation as a manifestation not only o f its historical commitment to self- 

determination, but as part o f a broader commitment to international justice and the 

promotion o f norms o f international behaviour and stability visible among other 

moderate European states. The translation o f these principles into policy at the United 

Nations and outside thus becomes an extension o f the Irish government’s principles and 

a method o f distinguishing its neutrality and diplomatic independence. In practice, it led 

the Irish government to take a moderate position, which emphasised its commitment 

not only to the decolonisation process but to a successful future for the independent 

states it created.

The Irish government developed this image o f the country as unique in its 

colonial experience in Western Europe and thereby able to pursue policies unavailable 

to its contemporaries in a manner that allowed it assume a particular identity in its 

international relations. What this achieved, in combination with the emphasis on 

Ireland’s missionary heritage, was to foster a sense o f collective obligation towards the 

developing world and a popular belief in the legitimacy o f the role that Ireland sought 

to play on the international stage. There were o f course those who questioned its 

applicability. In April 1962, Fine Gael leader James Dillon launched an attack on 

Aiken’s foreign policy in the Dail: ‘so far as the African states are concerned, they are 

not much interested in our M inister’s activities. In so far as they have been able to take 

advantage o f some o f  his demarches, they may have done so, but in so far as his 

influence is concerned to direct their activities, it is virtually non-existent.’ '""̂  Fuelled 

by political motives these comments may have been, but they were echoed by officials

Huldt, Sweden, the UN and decolonisation, passim. 
Howe, Ireland and empire, p. 153.
D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 194, Col. 1387 (5 April 1962).
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within the DEA. Tadhg O ’Sullivan, Irish A m bassador to N igeria, w rote in M arch 1973

-  after A iken had retired -  that he was

not m yself a believer in the thesis that Ireland, having itse lf once 
been a dependency, has an understanding o f  the third w orld w hich 
other European countries do not find it easy to have, and that we 
therefore have a role to play in Europe in interpreting the third w orld 
to Europe and vice versa. I think this is ju s t an idea we have o f  
ourselves, w hich w e have never tested in practice and perhaps have 
not w anted to test in practice.'^ '

It was a rem arkably frank appraisal.

O ’Sullivan’s com m ents had much to do w ith the changing configuration o f  

forces in international politics. The arrival o f  the A frican states on to the w orld stage in 

1960 had altered the circum stances in w hich the Irish governm ent had sought to pursue 

its policies. The configuration o f  forces that allowed the Irish delegation to assum e such 

a prom inent role at the United Nations in the 1950s began to break down.''*^ Cremin 

adm itted in 1970 that Ireland had, ‘m ore or less by accident, had an unusually good 

initial start at the UN ... circum stances lent them selves well to positions which tended 

to give our delegation a certain prom inence e.g. the problem  o f  A lgeria, and the 

m ovem ent tow ards decolonisation in A frica which up to 1960 w as in an incipient 

s t age’. T h e  attem pt to influence the A frican states to adopt the norm s supported by 

the Irish governm ent, and the new questions posed by the desire for developm ent 

assistance, required that rhetorical com m itm ents w ere translated into practice. Once 

involved with the com plex realities o f  post-independence Africa, w hether in the peace

keeping m ission to the Congo or in Biafra, this com m itm ent w ould be seen to carry a 

price.

‘Conference of Heads o f Mission, 16''' and 17”' April 1973: Views of the Ambassador in Lagos on the 
future development o f  Irish foreign policy’, dated 31 March 1973, NAI DFA 2005/145/2348.

Skelly, Irish diplomacy, p. 289.
Cremin to Ronan, 10 Sept. 1970, NAI DFA 417/220.
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2

Ireland Comes o f Age: The Congo, Peace-keeping and Irish
Foreign Policy

The end o f  the Second W orld W ar had presented m oderate states with w hat form er 

Swedish A m bassador to the United Nations G unnar Jarring described as ‘tw o great and 

im portant international task s’.' Both carried significant im plications for a stable and 

peaceful international environm ent. The first, technical aid, was based on the belief, 

espoused by Boland, that econom ic under-developm ent posed ‘a serious danger to the 

cause o f  freedom ’ since the A fro-A sian states m ight ‘lose faith in the freedom  they 

have won and passively surrender their personal liberties to som e form o f  totalitarian 

ru le’. The second centred more directly on the United N ations, and separated that 

organisation from its League o f  N ations predecessor. Peace-keeping offered m oderate 

states the opportunity to put into practical effect their support for the world organisation 

and the principles they adhered to in their approach to international relations. The 

responsibilities w ere great. Aiken told the United N ations General A ssem bly on 6 

O ctober 1960 that the small and ‘recently em erged nations’ -  am ong whom  he 

num bered Ireland -  had ‘such a trem endous collective responsibility that if  we should 

err seriously, the consequences m ight well be as disastrous as those o f  any error 

com m itted by a G reat Power. Either subservience or recklessness on our part . ..  could 

destroy this O rganisation and with it our independence.’  ̂ Living up to those 

responsibilities entailed putting into practical action their com m itm ent to the 

m aintenance o f  international stability. In July 1960 the United N ations Secretary 

General Dag H am m arskjold’s request for Irish troops as part o f  the organisation’s 

peace-keeping force in the Congo (O N U C) offered ju st such an opportunity, giving 

Ireland the chance to dem onstrate w hat Eunan O ’Halpin described as its ‘good 

citizenship and its w illingness as a small state to contribute to the m anagem ent and

' Gunnar Jarring, ‘Sw edish  participation in U N  peacetceeping operations’. In tern ation al R eview  o f  
M ilita ry  H istory,'H o. 57 (1984), p. 59.
 ̂ ‘A ddress delivered by Am bassador F.H. Boland, Permanent Representative o f  Ireland to the United  

N ations, President o f  the XVth Session  o f  the U N  A ssem bly, at the Dallas-Fort Worth D iocesan Council 
o f  C atholic Men on Sunday, April 9, 1961’, TCD M S Boland Papers 10469/3.
 ̂ Frank Aiken, UN G A plenary m eeting, 6 Oct. 1960, U N O R G A , A /P V .890.
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resolution o f  arm ed conflict under UN auspices’.  ̂ Its positive response formed an 

integral part o f  its com m itm ent to the principle o f  international law and allow ed it to 

rem ain, in Skelly’s judgem ent, ‘true to vital principles o f  the nation’s UN policy since 

1955 and, indeed, its foreign policy since 1922’.̂

The Congo operation had a profound im pact on all the states involved. In the 

same w ay that Sellstrom  com m ented that participation in ONUC ‘brought the 

com plexities o f  the decolonisation process in A frica into Swedish hom es’,® M acQ ueen 

noted that the experience ‘led to a distinct m aturation o f  Irish perceptions o f  w orld 

politics’.  ̂ The com plexity o f  the crisis and its detrim ental effect on the United N ations 

highlighted the difficulties o f  living up to the m oderate states’ strong rhetorical 

com m itm ents to the m aintenance o f  international order. In the Irish case, there w ere 

further influences to consider, not least the state’s identity w ithin the W estern sphere 

and the im pact o f  the governm ent’s 1961 application to jo in  the EEC. This interplay 

between Irish interests, identities and the realities o f  ON U C forms the basis o f  this 

chapter, w hich exam ines its influence on Irish foreign policy, popular reaction to the 

operation, and its broader effects on Ireland’s role in international affairs.

C o n g o  in  C o n t e x t

In 1960, a year full o f  prom ise for a new ly-em erging independent Africa, C ongo 

occupied a pivotal position. W riting on 14 June 1960, less than two weeks before its 

independence, Eamon K ennedy com m ented that a strong and unified independent 

C ongolese state w ould have great influence on the rem aining British, Portuguese and 

Spanish possessions in A frica. ‘But should the im m ense Congo disintegrate in 

confusion under native rule, it will be held up in Rhodesia, Kenya, South Africa, 

A ngola and M ozam bique as the fearful result o f  independence without the slow and 

adequate preparation o f  the indigenous inhabitants . ..  It has becom e a vital test case in
o

the great A frican independence m ovem ent.’ The Belgian governm ent’s January 1960 

announcem ent o f  its intention to w ithdraw  from the territory laid bare the detrim ental

Eunan O ’Halpin, Defending Ireland: the Irish sta te and its enemies since 1922  (Oxford, 1999), p. 270.
 ̂ Skelly, Irish diplomacy, p. 266.
 ̂Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. 1, p. 52.

’ MacQueen, ‘Irish neutrality’, p. 265.
* Note by Kennedy, ‘The Belgian Congo’, 14 June 1960, NAI DFA 305/384/18.
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im pact its policies had had on the vast state. The constraints placed on African 

education left it severely lacking in political and bureaucratic experience and the 

adm inistration -  civil and m ilitary -  was dom inated by European officials, with what 

Paul N ugent described as ‘insufficient com m onality o f  experience to  render nationhood 

m uch m ore than an abstraction’.  ̂ Politics divided along predom inantly ethnic lines; 

only the left-w ing Patrice Lum um ba’s M ouvem ent N ational C ongolais (M NC) 

succeeded in w inning votes across the country. The tw o other m ajor political parties, 

Joseph K asavubu’s A lliance des Bakongo (A BA K O ) and M oise T shom be’s 

Confederation des A ssociations Tribales du Katanga (CO N A K A T) w ere based, as their 

nam es suggested, along regional and ethnic lines.

The difficulties were not insurm ountable, but served to m agnify the coun try ’s 

existing problem s. On his return from a tw o-m onth tour o f  A frica in January 1960, 

H am m arskjold com m ented that the Congo was ‘the biggest problem  in A frica today ... 

There was hardly an A frican in the Congo with any adm inistrative or political 

experience whatever . ’ His concerns led him to send a representative, the A m erican 

Ralph Bunche, to C ongo’s capital, Leopoldville, for its independence celebrations on 

30 June 1960, and to request that Bunche remain as the United N ations’ representative 

after the hand-over o f  pow er was com plete. A very definite statem ent o f  intent from 

H am m arskjold, it established a United N ations presence ‘in order to steady the situation 

and to enable him, and through him the UN, to act quickly in case o f  crisis’."  That 

crisis was not long in arriving. On 5 July 1960 an army m utiny sparked a series o f  

reprisals against Belgian nationals across the Congo. In the m ineral-rich region o f  

Katanga, w here Belgian settler and international business interests were concentrated, 

the B elgian-ow ned m ining com pany Union M iniere de Haut-K atanga had already 

struck up a close relationship with T shom be’s C O N A K A T. V iew ed by European 

settlers as a distinct entity within the Congo, and only loosely controlled by the central 

governm ent, Katanga posed a very real threat to the unity o f  the new  state. W ithin six 

days the Katangese authorities, with Belgian m ilitary support, declared their unilateral

* Paul Nugent, Africa since independence: a comparative history (Basingstoke, 2004), p. 54.
Boland to sec. DEA, 24 Feb. 1960, N A l DFA 305/384.

" Georges Abi-Saab, Tlie United Nations operation in the Congo 1960-1964  (Oxford, 1978), p. 6.
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secession from the C ongolese state, to be followed alm ost a m onth later by the region 

o f  South Kasai.

The situation grew  increasingly serious as Belgian officials helped to arm and 

organise a K atangan gendarm erie. On 12 July 1960 the C ongolese President, Kasavubu, 

and Prim e M inister, Lum um ba, m ade a direct call to the United N ations to provide 

m ilitary assistance to help restore order. H am m arskjold responded immediately. On his 

recom m endation the Security Council adopted a resolution on 14 July in which it called 

upon the B elgians to w ithdraw  their troops and authorised the United Nations ‘to 

provide the G overnm ent with such m ilitary assistance as m ay be necessary until ... the 

national security forces [o f the Congo] m ay be able, in the opinion o f  the Governm ent, 

to m eet fully their tasks’.'^ The force, nam ed ONU C after its French acronym, becam e 

‘the m ost im portant coercive instrum ent’ in a country that continued to disintegrate 

around it.'^  In Septem ber 1960 K asavubu’s attem pt to dism iss Lum um ba was met by 

Lum um ba’s counter-dism issal o f  K asavubu, plunging the country into a constitutional 

crisis. US and Soviet covert involvem ent deepened, ideological divisions appeared 

within O NU C, several A frican and A sian contingents (as well as Yugoslavia) 

w ithdrew , and the United N ations struggled to keep the peace.

The operation becam e as m uch a test o f  the United N ations’ future as Congo or 

A frica’s. L um um ba’s arrest by the Leopoldville authorities on 1 D ecem ber 1960 and 

his m urder in Katanga the follow ing January highlighted the lawless situation 

pervading the state. As political negotiations continued throughout 1961 and 1962, the 

United N ations concentrated on forcing the thousands o f  m ercenaries serving in 

Katanga out o f  the region, em broiling the ONUC force in further controversy. In 

Septem ber 1961 Ham m arskjold, on his w ay across N orthern Rhodesia, was killed when 

his plane crashed, apparently struck by a rocket. The search for his successor put the 

very future o f  the United N ations under strain as the Soviet U nion and its allies pushed 

for the creation o f  a troika governing com m ittee to replace the position o f  Secretary 

General. The m an who eventually assum ed the role, U Thant, m et with an increasingly 

difficult situation in the Congo, w here his under-funded U nited N ations troops

Quoted in ibid., p. 14.
Crawford Young, ‘Zaire, Rwanda and Burundi’, in Michael Crowder (ed.), The Cambridge history o f  

Africa: Volume 8 from  c. 1940 to c. 1975  (Cambridge, 1984), p. 722.
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continued in conflict with the K atangese gendarm es. At the end o f  June 1964, the 

ONUC force was w ithdraw n, leaving the United N ations with serious repercussions, 

not only in the conduct o f  peace-keeping (or enforcem ent), but in the financing o f  

future peace-keeping missions.

T h e  D e c is io n  t o  C o m m i t  I r is h  T r o o p s

Speaking in February 1968, A iken argued that had the United N ations been able to 

continue funding ‘even a couple o f  thousand men in the Congo for a few years a lot o f  

the trouble that has occurred since in that great and vast country w ould not have
14occurred’. His air o f  resignation spoke o f  an opportunity lost to secure stability on the 

African continent and to expand the role o f  the United N ations. A t the beginning o f  

July 1960, ju st weeks prior to the organisation’s intervention and fresh from his trip to 

the C ongo (for its independence celebrations) and Ghana (for its reconstitution as a 

republic), A iken had been much m ore optim istic. His experience o f  A frica had 

convinced him o f  the need for A frican solutions to African problem s and o f  their 

potential to bring lasting peace and stability. Eschewing the notion o f  outside 

interference, he suggested the creation o f  ‘some kind o f  non-aggression agreem ent 

between the states o f  A frica and som e system o f  tribunals to deal with problem s o f  

m inorities arising between them ’.'^ By helping each other in the solution o f  these 

disputes, the A frican states could limit the extent o f  outside influence on their continent 

and thereby m inim ise the risk o f  it becom ing the ground for further Cold W ar conflict.

The difficulty lay in persuading the new African states to think likewise. Boland 

acknow ledged that A iken’s trip had given him ‘an up-to-date insight into the present 

trends o f  opinion am ong the A frican countries’, but he com m ented that in his 

experience African states were ‘extrem ely sensitive about any suggestion with regard to 

the future o f  A frica which does not com e from the A frican countries them selves ... 

there is a strong current o f  “ Sinn Fein” feeling am ong them  w hich tends to resent 

outside suggestions as to how they should run their affairs’.'^ The Irish governm ent, he 

w arned, should ‘be very chary about taking any initiative w ith regard to the future

‘T ranscript from  the tape recordin g  o f  T a n a is te ’s [A ik en ] sp eech  at U n ited  N a tio n s  A sso c ia t io n , 23 '̂ ‘‘ 

Feb. 1 9 6 8 ’, N A I D F A  2 0 0 0 /1 4 /2 5 9 .
B olan d  to  O ’B rien , 7 July 196 0 , N A I D F A  P M U N  81 X /3 4 .
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relations o f  the countries o f  A frica betw een them selves w hich is not solidly assured 

beforehand o f  their agreem ent and support’.'^

That delicate balance between perceived W estern ‘in terference’ and the attem pt 

to allow  A frican states to  find their own lasting solutions to  the problem s on the 

continent w as also upperm ost in the m ind o f  the Secretary G eneral. In building the 

ONUC force, H am m arskjold decided that ‘A fricans w ould form the hard core’, with the 

addition o f  contingents from  Europe, A sia and the Transatlantic states.'*  By its very 

actions, the force was intended to ‘im ply the exclusion o f  any other kind o f  external 

intervention in the Co n g o ’, w i t h  m oderate states like Ireland and Sweden put forward 

as a counter-balance to prospective A frican m em bers, who broadly ‘took the pro- 

Lum um ba line’.^° There w ere other, m ore pragm atic reasons for the inclusion o f  

m oderate W estern states. In the Cold W ar environm ent, their involvem ent suited the 

interests o f  the W estern Pow ers as well as those o f  the United N ations. The moderate 

states’ diplom atic independence w as portrayed as all-im portant and the British 

governm ent believed that organisations like the United Nations ‘needed a nucleus o f  

m em bers in that position if  they were to w ork properly’.^' It w as o f  greater advantage 

to the W est that these states be used to m oderate Soviet U nion and other radical 

influences in the C ongo and with Ethiopian, Ghanaian, M oroccan, and Tunisian 

contingents in place, it w as o f  little surprise that the Secretary G eneral turned next to 

Ireland, Sweden and Y ugoslavia to provide the European elem ent.

When H am m arsk jo ld’s request -  originally for ‘a battalion armed with light 

arms and equipped w ith norm al supporting services’^̂  -  reached the Irish Departm ent 

o f  Defence on 16 July 1960, the reaction was im mediate: A rm y C h ie f o f  S taff Sean 

M cKeown rem em bered that ‘[i]t was all urgently, urgently, urgently; this was the
23keynote’. Supported by M cKeown, the cabinet overcam e som e internal opposition on

’’ Ibid.
Telegram, UK Mission to the United Nations to Foreign Office, 13 July 1960, NAUK Foreign Office 

(hereafter FO) 371/146769.
Ibid.
Ishizuka, Peacekeeping, p. 33.
l.T.M. Pink o f  the FO, paraphrased in Boland to Murphy, 25 May 1956, TCD MS Boland Papers 

10470/45.
Hammarskjold to Government o f  Ireland, 16 July 1960, NAl DFA 305/384/2 Ft I.
Sean McKeown, ‘The Congo (ONUC): the military perspective’, Tl'ie Irish Sword: n e  Journal o f  the 

M ilitary H istory Society o f  Ireland, Vol. 20, No. 79 (Summer 1996), p. 43.
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19 July 1960 -  notably from Minister for Health Sean MacEntee^'* -  to agree on the 

provision o f a contingent o f Irish troops. The following day, the Defence (Amendment) 

Bill, introduced to provide the legal basis for them to serve with United Nations peace

keeping forces, was overwhelmingly agreed to in the Dail. As preparations for the first 

contingent continued apace, Hammarskjold’s second request for Irish troops, issued on 

30 July, met with an equally positive response. With M cKeown’s support, the cabinet 

agreed to the request on 4 August, though it noted that ‘it would not be possible for 

Ireland to allow two battalions to remain in the Congo for a longer period than six 

months and that, irrespective o f the situation in the Congo at the end o f six months, any
25Irish contingent remaining there after that period will not exceed one battalion’.

The rapid response to Hammarkskjold’s requests had its roots in broader foreign 

policy. The Irish government showed itself willing to embrace the practical 

implications o f its pursuit o f  peace and international stability through the United 

Nations and had in fact been involved in preparing the ground for such an eventuality 

from much earlier in its m e m b e r s h i p . I n  1958 The Irish Times had presented the 

involvement o f Irish Army officers in the United Nations observation group in the 

Lebanon as ‘a new and welcome stage in the national evolution ... Our sense o f 

international responsibility has been put to the test -  albeit in a relatively minor way -  

and has not been found w a n t i n g . T h e  opportunity to supply troops to the Congo 

mission was viewed in similar terms. The DEA reminded the government o f its 

obligations under Article 25 o f the United Nations Charter -  to accept and carry out the 

decisions o f the Security Council -  and felt it was ‘incumbent on Ireland to take such 

steps as it can to comply with the Secretary General’s request’.̂ * Aiken believed 

Ireland’s ‘words in debates in the Assembly ought to be matched, when the need arose, 

by action’. H e  had a very definite vision o f how his goal o f  international stability 

might be achieved, as he told the 32"‘* Battalion, the first to leave for the Congo: ‘This 

battalion, I trust, is part o f an advance guard o f the armed force o f the world we want -

Brian Farrell, Chairman or chief? The role o f  the Taoiseach in Irish governm ent (Dublin, 1971), p. 72. 
Moynihan to private sec., DEA, 4 Aug. 1960, NAl DFA 305/384/2 Pt 1.
See Ishizuka, Peacekeeping, pp. 21-23.
‘The end o f  the affair’. The Irish Times, 21 Nov. 1958.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Request for Irish assistance for UN military force in the 

Congo’, 18 July 1960, N A l DFA 305/384.
Dorr, ‘Ireland at the United Nations’ (2002), p. 113.
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a world in which national armies will be gradually reduced and international United
30Nations forces gradually increased to uphold a regime o f peace based on law .’

What Skelly described as a ‘concrete expression o f faith in the UN, a principle 

that Ireland had upheld since it entered the Organisation’,^' became part o f the broader 

diplomatic identity projected by the Irish government. The colonial and Christian 

influences so evident in its policy on decolonisation were again to the fore. The DEA 

believed that Ireland had been chosen for ONUC ‘for reasons o f  the history of 

colonialism’,̂  ̂ and the state’s traditions and historical experience conditioned its 

response. When Aiken spoke to the 32"̂ * Battalion he commented that ‘[f]or many 

centuries the Irish people have longed for the rule o f  law in the world, based on 

justice’. It did not matter that, by their own admission, the troops knew ‘very little’ 

about the Congo^^ since, the Minister for Defence Kevin Boland told them, they ‘would 

be helped by the relations which our people had with the people o f  Africa o f  which they 

should be proud’, specifically the work o f Irish missionaries and o f Roger Casement in 

the C o n g o . T h a t  Christian heritage was used to distinguish Ireland from its European 

contemporaries. The Irish Army’s Head Chaplain, Fr C.P. Crean, told the troops o f 

their obligation to offer a good example while on duty in the Congo ‘as many other 

Europeans had disproved what the missionaries were teaching to the natives’. That 

connection was not limited to the clergy. In language oddly reminiscent o f the 

Crusades, Robert Brennan told the readers o f the Irish Press that Irish troops ‘were 

going, not as agents o f any Empire keen on conquest and pillage. They were going in
•>7

the holy cause o f helpmg a sorely tried country, newly emancipated, to find its feet.’

By constructing its involvement in ONUC in this fashion however -  ‘well in
38keeping with the national tradition’ -  the Irish government tended to sideline its 

strongly European identity, one that was accentuated when compared with its moderate 

contemporaries. The Swedish government and people approached their responsibilities

Quoted in ‘“Operation Sarsfieid” begins at 3 pm today’, The Irish Times, 27 July 1960.
S k e lly ,/m /i diplomacy, p. 268.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Request for Irish assistance for UN military force in the 

Congo’, 18 July 1960, N A l DFA 305/384.
Quoted in “‘Operation Sarsfieid” begins at 3 pm today’, The Irish Times, 27 July 1960.
Private statement to the author by officer from the 32"“* Battalion.
‘An advance guard o f  world army’, Irish Press, 27 July 1960.
‘Troops fly out to-morrow’, Irish Independent, 26 July 1960.
Robert Brennan, ‘Viva La! The new brigade’, Irish Press, 28 July 1960.
‘For the Congo’, Irish Press, 5 Aug. 1960.
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to  ONU C in a sim ilar fashion, citing the significant num bers o f  Lutheran m issionaries 

in the C ongo and the belief that their country had been selected for ONUC because o f  

its ‘special position’ in Europe. There was an additional racial difficulty to be 

overcom e. In spite o f  A iken’s claim  that ‘[a]ll the parties involved in the troubles o f  the
39Congo are our brothers’, it turned out that the C ongolese knew very little o f  Irish 

history or geography, save the colour o f  the troops’ skins. An exchange betw een an 

Irish soldier and Congolese at G om a, when a Swedish interpreter helped him to explain 

‘that he w as not a m em ber o f  the same tribe as the white tribe across the border in 

U ganda’, o f f e r e d  ju st one instance o f  the very real differences that existed on the 

ground.

W hether constructed through past historical experience or a sim ple set o f  shared 

political values, the Irish and Swedish governm ents accorded sim ilar w eight to the 

im portance o f  a successful operation in the Congo. Like Sweden, Ireland jo ined  ONUC 

out o f  a com m itm ent to the United Nations and fram ed its responsibilities in term s o f  

the broader pursuit o f  international stability through that organisation. A iken believed it 

‘m ost desirable in the interests o f  the developm ent along peaceful lines o f  the em erging 

states o f  A frica and the preservation o f  good relations between Europe and that 

continent that European countries should be associated with this effort to m aintain 

peace and stability in the C ongo’. M o d e r a t e  states like Ireland and Sweden had a 

particularly im portant role to play in such an effort. They w ere not bound to East or 

W est, m uch as their policies m ay have indicated a natural sym pathy tow ards the latter, 

but instead could be counted on to act as Swedish Foreign M inister Osten Unden 

outlined in July I960: ‘as an international gendarm erie, assist in keeping order and 

exert a psychological quietening effect’.''^ Their exclusion, A iken asserted, w ould resuU 

in increasing racial tensions, the danger o f  A frica ‘falling m ore and m ore into the 

C om m unist sphere o f  influence’, and allow the possibility o f  undue A frican nationalism

Quoted in ‘Aiken says Congo marks turning-point in history: Farewell to 33’̂'* Battalion at Curragh’, 
The Irish Times, 17 Aug. 1960.

Cathal O ’Shannon, ‘Africans satisfied to have Irish troops’. The Irish Times, 9 Aug. 1960.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Request for Irish assistance for UN military force in the 

Congo’, 18 July 1960, NAl DFA 305/384.
Paraphrased in a confidential report from the Irish Amb. to Sweden to Cremin, 21 July 1960, NAl 

DFA 305/384/2 PtI.
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within the O NU C f o r c e . I t  w as the duty o f  the United N ations, he told the General 

A ssem bly, ‘to  prevent the repetition in central A frica o f  the unfortunate history o f  the 

Balkans and, indeed, the history o f  Europe -  the history o f  near-perpetual warfare in 

which resources o f  men and m aterial w ere wasted in mutual destruction’/ ' '

N ie m b a

Events in the early part o f  the ONU C m ission brought hom e to both governm ents the 

difficulty in translating these principles to action, and the limits to their ‘special’ 

positions. Both states were im m ediately open to accusations o f  a pro-W estern bias and 

Lum um ba strongly and openly criticised the use o f  w hite U nited N ations troops in 

Katanga. The im plications o f  his criticism s for Ireland’s carefully shaped diplomatic 

identity caused considerable d iscom fort for Irish officials. A iken decided not to 

com m ent on the issue ‘unless pressed by [the] press’'*̂  and in introducing a United 

N ations resolution which endorsed H am m arskjold’s actions on 19 Septem ber 1960, he 

rejected the notion that Irish troops ‘w ould be likely to take part in an enterprise 

directed ...  against the independence and territorial integrity o f  a State newly em erged 

from colonial ru le’.''^ He instead directed Irish efforts into finding a solution to the 

w orsening situation, drawing on the lessons o f  his journey  to A frica and his belief that 

on C ongo’s future ‘depended the fate o f  not only existing states but the prospects o f  

independence for other A frican Colonial territories’. T h e  m ost effective way o f  

achieving lasting peace, he argued, w as to press the new ly-independent African 

governm ents to w ork within his preferred model o f  international relations. In response 

to reports that G hanaian troops intended to take unilateral action in the Congo, for 

exam ple, he instructed Boland on 8 A ugust 1960 to warn its representative at the 

United N ations o f  the im plications for the organisation o f  such a decision. He hoped 

that instead G hana w ould ‘continue to w ork within the fram ew ork o f  the United 

N ations and that her troops will continue to function as part o f  the UN forces’."̂ ^

DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Request for Irish assistance for UN military force in the 
Congo’, 18 July 1960,NA1 DFA 305/384.
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Along with its Swedish and Canadian counterparts, Irish officials carried this 

attitude into the debates on C ongo’s future at the United N ations. Before the first 

m eeting in A ugust 1960 o f  the United N ations A dvisory Com m ittee on the C ongo -  set 

up to co-ordinate dialogue betw een m em ber states involved in ONUC and the United 

N ations Secretariat -  the three states agreed that ‘the m ore we lay back and left the 

initiative in the C om m ittee’s discussions to  the A fro-Asian, and particularly the African 

m em bers, the better it would probably b e’.'*̂  That did not mean how ever that they were 

prepared to allow free rein to the latter’s more extrem e policies. The Canadian 

delegation, for its part, was adam ant that with any com m ent o f  overtly radical intent at 

the com m ittee, ‘an expression o f  [Canadian] view s w ould be in order’. T h e  Irish 

delegation shared those sentim ents, as Paul Keating reiterated in the afterm ath o f  a later 

m eeting in A ugust 1961 when he recom m ended that the Irish governm ent should not be 

‘too passive ... especially when there is a good A fro-Asian lead for us to fo llow ’.^' But 

while intended to encourage the pursuit o f  an African solution to the problem , his 

com m ents carried an im plicit recognition o f  the difficulties for m ediators like Canada, 

Ireland and Sweden in a changing United Nations and echoed their experience in the 

General A ssem bly, where they found it increasingly difficult to win the A fro-Asian 

group to their interpretation o f  international affairs.

On the ground United N ations troops encountered a different but equally 

frustrating set o f  difficulties. The Irish troops’ poor and outdated equipm ent and lack o f  

suitable intelligence, together with the intrinsically difficult conditions, made 

adaptation to the Congo extrem ely problem atic. They were not helped by the situation 

in Katanga where, Burke noted, they ‘w ere resented by both the Baluba and European 

settlers for not w holeheartedly siding with ei ther’. T h o s e  realities contrasted sharply 

with the rose-tinted view held by an Irish public revelling in the role its troops played in 

upholding the goals o f  the United N ations, with little heed paid to the very real dangers 

that faced the ONU C force. The adventure and exotic nature o f  the C ongo operation 

were em phasised instead, young m en travelling from across Ireland to volunteer for the

Boland to Cremin, 27 Aug. 1960, NA I D FA  305 /384 /14 .
Copy o f  telegram , Canadian M ission to the UN  to Canadian Foreign M inistry, 2 Sept. 1960, N A U K  

FO 371 /146779 .
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force and newspapers providing a constant stream o f positive reports on the troops’ 

activities.

Events at a bridge over the River Luwuyeye on the Manono road near Niemba 

in Katanga on 8 November 1960, where nine Irish troops were killed in an ambush by 

Baluba guerrillas, brought home the realities o f Ireland’s obligations and offered a stark 

reminder o f the price to be paid in the pursuit o f  p e a c e .T h e  response o f the Irish 

public and its government however was telling. If  it was needed, Niemba served to 

highlight the depth o f  the state’s commitment to the goals it defined for itself in support 

o f  the United Nations. In a statement to the Dail on 9 November, Lemass commented 

that the troops had made their sacrifice ‘in a most noble cause -  the maintenance o f 

peace’. T h e r e  was near-unanimous support among the Irish public for the men who, 

the Irish Press asserted, gave their lives ‘not as men o f wrath, not as conquerors, not 

even in defence o f their homeland. They died in the service o f peace, in helping to give 

the people o f the Congo the promise o f freedom and just government.’ Niemba 

highlighted just how deeply felt was the Irish conviction at the role its officials had 

forged for the state in the previous five years at the United Nations. The men had died 

‘to help in preserving the Irish people in peace’. A l l ,  it was argued, ‘must be prepared 

to accept the sacrifice’ necessary in living up to Irish principles.^’ The construction o f 

Ireland’s contemporary role through reference to its past remained o f central 

importance. The Irish Press's, commentary on the large funeral in Dublin on 22 

November accorded the troops a position ‘on the proud roll o f  Ireland’s honoured 

dead’; they could claim, ‘in Thomas M acDonagh’s spirited words, to represent the 

immortal soul o f Ireland’.̂ * In that tradition, Ireland’s responsibilities now manifested 

themselves in a new fashion. The Irish Times commented that the deaths brought home 

to the Irish people ‘the harsh understanding that commitments in the name o f  even the 

most sacred principle are no light thing’. T h e  men became ‘a symbol o f the very real

”  For a description o f  the events at Niemba, see ibid., pp. 140-53. 
D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 184, Cols. 734-5 (9 Nov. 1960).
‘Men o f  peace’, Irish P ress, 16 N ov. 1960.
‘Not in vain’, Irish Independent, 22 Nov. 1960.

”  ‘The shadow o f  tragedy’, Irish Press, 10 Nov. 1960.
‘Nine brave men’, Irish P ress, 22 Nov. 1960.
‘Death in Africa’, The Irish Times, 10 Nov. 1960.
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help that we -  in our alm ost unique position as a w hite nation which know s the 

m eaning o f  oppression -  can hope to offer to the new nations o f  the w orld’.

S e a t in g  K a s a v u b u  a n d  A i k e n ’s  P l a n  f o r  P e a c e

The extent to which Irish involvem ent in ONUC had been, as D orr noted, ‘sobered and 

tem pered by reality ’ after N iem ba,^' could not deflect from the public and 

governm ent’s unsw erving com m itm ent to Ireland’s responsibilities. A DEA 

m em orandum  written on the day o f  the troops’ funeral had no hesitation in 

recom m ending that Ireland send a further battalion to the Congo. The original 

considerations in favour o f  sending Irish troops, it stated, had ‘in no way been changed 

by subsequent events. Apart from the requirem ents o f  the Charter, it is still highly 

desirable that European troops continue to participate in the f o r c e . I n  fact, the 

m em orandum  continued, the ‘very confused internal political situation in the C ongo’, 

which had put the troops in that position, rendered it urgently necessary to continue to 

support the United N ations operation.

It was the extent to w hich governm ent support for ONUC and the United 

N ations translated into open support for W estern interests that caused greater debate 

within the cabinet. M acE ntee’s original concern at Irish involvem ent in the force had 

been based prim arily on his fears over the use o f  United Nations troops to defend 

‘C om m unist’ ideals,^'' and as the crisis escalated further differences arose in 

interpreting its politics. In N ovem ber 1960, two m onths after the constitutional clash 

between Lum um ba and Kasavubu, A iken and Lemass disagreed on the question o f  

w hether the United N ations should recognise Kasavubu as the representative o f  the 

C ongolese governm ent. To A iken and m any others in N ew  York, the K asavubu 

coalition’s weak grip on pow er m ade it dangerous to accord him political recognition 

and a seat at the United N ations. To do so, A iken argued, ‘would hinder [the] evolution 

o f  [a] stable governm ent and w ould give his opponents opportunity to accuse him o f 

being [a] stooge o f  foreign powers. [I see] great disadvantage in seating any

‘The dead’, n e  Irish Times, 22 Nov. 1960.
Dorr, ‘UN peacekeeping concepts’, p. 20.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Request from UN for Irish battalion for Congo Force to 

replace present contingent when withdrawn’, 22 Nov. 1960, N A l DFA 305/384/2 Pt 11.
“  Ibid.
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representative o f  C ongo unless he represents [a] G overnm ent having effective 

c o n t r o l . H i s  approach echoed that o f  the m oderate A fro-A sian states and o f  some 

United N ations officials, w ho believed that ‘it w ould in fact be better for the United 

N ations not to reach a decision at this point ’. L e m a s s  disagreed. N ot quite what
fnN orm an M acQ ueen has described as ‘straight-forw ardly pro-W estern’, his attitude 

certainly betrayed a preference for A m erican and B ritish policies. On the grounds that 

the United Nations had recognised the C ongolese state, he felt it w ould be ‘unw ise’ to 

oppose seating K asavubu; the latter was head o f  that state and thus a symbol o f  

sovereign independent Congo. To Lem ass the opposition appeared to come ‘m am ly 

from C om m unist sources’ and failure to accept him im plied reneging on the United 

N ations’ recognition o f  the fledgling state.

The United S tates’ support for Kasavubu how ever disturbed Aiken. To place it, 

Britain, France and Belgium  in opposition to Soviet and som e African support for 

Lum um ba, he argued, ‘w ould obviously create [a] situation in which [the] United 

N ations’ effort w ould collapse in dire confusion’.™ A iken continued to believe that ‘the 

United N ations should persevere in the policy agreed upon at the outset o f  the Congo 

operation that any solution o f  the Congolese difficulties m ust be a Congolese solution’, 

a m ove that w as o f  param ount im portance to ‘prevent the great nations, which today are 

disunited, from transferring their rivalries to A frican so il’.^' The only alternative, he 

im pressed on the A m ericans via the Irish A m bassador in W ashington, was to postpone 

the issue until the C onciliation C om m ission appointed by the United N ations reached 

the C o n g o . A t  that point the w orld body, he felt, m ight be in a better position to judge 

the situation and the break m ight also have afforded an opportunity for what he 

proposed as an alternative in the General A ssem bly: ‘the em ergence o f  a m ovem ent
73am ong the Congolese people them selves’.

“  Telex, PMUN to DEA, 11 N ov. 1960, NAI DFA 305/384 Pt 11.
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Ireland’s voting pattern at the United N ations w as a reflection both o f  A iken’s 

attitudes and gathering W estern pressures. On 9 N ovem ber the Irish delegation, along 

with Sweden, voted o f  favour o f  a motion in the G eneral Assem bly to adjourn 

discussion on K asavubu’s representation. It did not last. W ith heavy A m erican and 

British lobbying, the Credentials Com m ittee voted for seating K asavubu and on 22 

N ovem ber succeeded in passing a resolution in the G eneral Assem bly supporting his 

claim s. Finding itself in Sw eden’s com pany once again, the Irish delegation abstained 

from the vote. Lem ass how ever continued to be anxious that Ireland should not appear 

to be in any way anti-A m erican. He told the Dail on 23 N ovem ber that there could be 

‘no suggestion that we are acting in this m anner in any way different from the line 

adopted by practically all the other countries who are com m itted in this operation to the 

same extent as w e are’.̂ "* Only Senegal o f  the states providing troops to ONU C voted 

in favour. But if  Lem ass exhibited som e concern at the Irish vote, what all m em bers o f  

his governm ent shared -  at what Hoskyns described as ‘a point o f  m axim um  crisis’ for
75the United Nations -  was a strong determ ination to stand closely by the Secretary 

General and to support his authority. Even then it was not im mune to criticism . John 

Terence O ’Neill notes that H am m arskjold’s perceived pro-W estern bias placed Ireland 

‘at odds with m any new A frican states with whom  it believed it had a long-standing 

relationship’,^  ̂ and its attitude also left the governm ent open to criticism  at home, 

w here N ational Progressive D em ocrat TD Noel Browne derided it for siding w ith ‘the 

A m ericans, the Belgians and the British C olonialists ... in the sm earing o f  Mr 

Lum um ba’.

The criticism  from both sides had a gradual effect on the governm ent, 

particularly Lemass, causing it to becom e m ore conscious o f  the political im plications 

o f its decisions, though it did not lessen its support for ONU C. In February 1961 the 

governm ent balked tem porarily at providing additional troops only because o f ‘the state 

o f  tension along the B order’ caused by the shooting o f  an RUC constable on 27 January

D dil E ireann deb.. Vol. 185, Col. 175 (23 Nov. 1960).
Hoskyns, Congo since independence, p. 300.
O ’Neill, ‘Ireland’s participation in United N ations peacekeeping’, p. 303. 
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by the IR A /*  In the background, A iken continued his efforts to find a lasting solution 

in the Congo. On 2 February 1961 he sent a set o f  proposals outlining his program m e 

for ending the conflict to Boland, w hich w as distributed to all Irish Em bassies eleven 

days later. It relied on the sam e interpretation o f  A frica’s problem s that A iken had 

form ulated on his trip to the continent eight m onths previously, v isible also in his 

attitude to decolonisation as expressed at the United N ations. The need to  limit outside 

interference w as upperm ost in his thoughts. The docum ent envisaged the creation o f  a 

central provisional governm ent (CPG) ‘by a round-table conference o f  Congolese 

leaders including at least Kasavubu, Lum um ba, Tshom be and B om boko [M inister for 

Foreign A ffa irs]’. O n c e  that governm ent was in place, A iken proposed a significant 

overhaul o f  the country’s political system:

1) The re-division o f  the C ongo into Provincial States m ore in 
keeping with the ethnical and tribal divisions o f  the C ongolese 
peoples.

2) T he establishm ent o f  a nom inated CPG for five years, 
vacancies in the G overnm ent to be filled by nom ination by 
rem ainder o f  the CPG.

3) The nom ination o f  provisional State G overnm ents by the CPG 
for five years.

4) T he definition o f  the pow ers o f  the State Governm ents.
5) That the United N ations should be em powered by the CPG to 

recruit Congolese units into the United Nations force.
6) That the United N ations force should be em pow ered by the 

CPG to disarm  all peoples, m ilitary or civilian, found w ithin 
any area indicated by the CPG.^°

In arguably its m ost radical aspect, the plan proposed that, w ith  the Congolese 

leaders’ agreem ent, ‘the United N ations should offer to organise and finance a United 

Nations Com pany for the purpose o f  buying and transferring to C ongolese all foreign- 

owned industrial business and agricultural undertaking and private houses in the 

C ongo’.*' The plans were testam ent to the confidence o f  the Irish delegation and the 

depth o f  A iken ’s com m itm ent to his interpretation o f  international affairs. W ith a view

Cremin to Boland, 2 Feb. 1961, N A I DFA 3 0 5 /3 8 4 /2  Pt 111. The RUC C onstable, C.J. Anderson, w as 
shot by the IRA near the border post o f  R oslea  on the Ferm anagh-M onaghan border on 27  January 1961 
after leaving his girlfriend, a M onaghan resident, and crossing the border to drive hom e. The murder 
provoked w idespread indignation and tension across Ireland.
”  K eating to all m issions, 13 Feb. 1961, NA I D FA  305 /384  Pt III.
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to  developing his ideas in consultation with m oderate African states like N igeria, A iken 

attem pted in the interim to secure support for his plan with the United States, sending a 

copy to C hester Bowles, U nder-Secretary for Political A ffairs in the US State 

Department,*^ and instructing Boland to forw ard copies to H am m arskjold and Adlai 

Stevenson, the US A m bassador to the United Nations.

The announcem ent on 13 February 1961 by the Tshom be adm inistration that 

Lum um ba had been killed after escaping custody served only to strengthen A iken’s 

resolve. He urged that the Security Council should ‘issue a unanim ous appeal for 

restraint and calm and for the early form ation o f  a G overnm ent representative o f  all 

parties in the Congo’. T h e  reality o f  the situation how ever brought his plan, and the 

limits o f  Irish influence, into sharp re lie f  H am m arskjold felt that ‘the proposals, while 

very interesting, do not bear closely on the immediate problem s ... The real problem  

now is w hether civil w ar will break out.’*̂  Boland com m ented that the ‘particular and 

fundam ental difficulty is that o f  getting all parties in the Congo to w ork together’.*  ̂ He 

thought that ‘it m ight be w iser not to take further action in the U nited N ations in 

relation to the m em orandum  before the M inister gets to N ew  Y ork and sees for h im self 

how things are viewed there’. A i k e n ,  Boland im plied (not for the first time), did not 

know enough about the situation to effect a real and lasting solution. The issue was 

‘prim arily a crisis affecting the United N ations’, and had developed far beyond the 

borders o f  the Congo itself.

His plan apparently stalled, A iken turned his attention in the General Assem bly 

debate on 28 M arch 1961 to advocating the parts o f  the Conciliation C om m ission’s 

report which m ost closely resem bled his own. He favoured its recom m endation o f  ‘a 

fully representative round-table conference o f  all the Congolese leaders to be held in a 

neutral p lace’ and com m ented that ‘m any o f  us think that the federal solution w ould be 

the w isest for the Congo’. H i s  be lie f in the prim acy o f  finding an A frican solution to 

the problem  rem ained: ‘it is for the C ongolese leaders them selves, however, and not for

Aiken to B ow les, 3 Feb. 1961, ibid.
T elex , DEA to PM U N , 14 Feb. 1961, ibid.
N ote by Cremin, 17 Feb. 1961, ibid.
Ibid.
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89us, to m ake that decision. It is for us to respect w hatever decision they maice.’ In 

keeping with his view s on the conduct o f  international affairs, A iken used the debate as 

a further opportunity to rem ind the sm all states o f  the United N ations o f  their special 

duty to support the world body and argued that ‘had it not been for the presence o f  the 

United N ations’, the crisis w ould have degenerated into ‘civil w ar backed by foreign 

intervention’. I n  spite o f  the accusations o f  pro-W estern bias, he rem ained true to his 

com m itm ents. On 14 April 1961, Irish official C onor C ruise O ’Brien voted in favour o f  

a General A ssem bly resolution calling for Belgian withdraw al from the Congo. The 

resolution put the Irish governm ent at odds with its W estern colleagues, though 

O ’Brien was careful to em phasise that Irish sentim ents were ‘not anti-B elgian; we are 

friends o f  the Belgian people, and w e are glad to have the opportunity o f  stating that 

here at this m om ent’.^' It served as a reassertion o f  the independent character o f  Irish 

foreign policy, aw are o f  its position as a European state but sim ultaneously supportive 

o f  the prim acy o f  the United N ations’ role in securing its interests.

C o n o r  C r u is e  O ’B r ie n  a n d  t h e  K a t a n g a n  O f f e n s iv e

By that stage, the Irish governm ent had already turned down a M arch 1961 request 

from H am m arskjold that O ’Brien jo in  the United N ations Secretariat, a m ove that 

O ’Brien h im self later speculated was because it w as ‘apprehensive about the explosive 

possibilities o f  the K atanga situation ...  and feeling in any case sufficiently involved in 

Congo responsibilities’, particularly given General M cK eow n’s appointm ent as
92Com m ander o f  O NU C the previous D ecem ber. Its opposition did not last for long. In 

May H am m arskjold renewed his request and on this occasion met with a more positive 

response. O ’Brien was seconded to the United N ations Secretariat and appointed its 

civilian representative in Katanga. The reasoning behind his selection was explained in 

fam iliar term s. O ’Brien h im self felt that H am m arskjold, recognising the country’s 

contribution to the United N ations and its independent attitude to  foreign affairs, 

‘needed an Irishm an’ for the task ahead.

Ibid.
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The decisions he took in his new position were to have serious implications, not 

only for the United Nations, but for the Irish government and its troops. The 

controversy had its origins in Security Council resolution 161 A, passed on 21 February 

1961, whose basic purpose, according to Hammarskjold, was to take all appropriate 

measures to prevent civil war in the Congo and to ensure the immediate withdrawal o f 

foreign mercenaries, ‘resort being made to force only if other efforts such as 

negotiation, persuasion or conciliation were to fail’.̂ '̂  The problem lay in the 

interpretation o f the resolution, particularly the definition o f what were deemed 

‘appropriate measures’. On 28 August 1961 O ’Brien and Mahmoud Khiari (United 

Nations Chief o f Civilian Operations) launched Operation Rumpunch, aimed at 

arresting ‘foreign’ personnel in Katanga. In Dublin his decision appeared at odds with 

the Irish government’s view o f  the operation. The same day, after a meeting with 

Lemass, Aiken sought reassurance from Boland that rumours about Irish troops’ 

involvement in a United Nations plan to disarm Katangan troops were f a ls e .T h o u g h  

Boland provided him with a positive response, persistent press reports to the contrary 

over the following days led Aiken to contact him once again on 4 September to convey 

his concern that the Taoiseach’s statements to the Dail the previous July and December 

‘that UN units in [the] Congo cannot be used to enforce any specific political solution’ 

might be compromised.^^ Boland again attempted to put his Minister at ease. He 

assured him that the objective o f  the Katanga operation was ‘to undermine Tshom be’s 

military strength and by so doing to bring him into line ultimately with [Congolese 

Premier] Adoula and [Vice-Premier] Gizenga’.̂  ̂ The action, he told Aiken, was thus 

taken to avoid civil war and prevent drawing ONUC troops into action under the 21 

February resolution.

It was Boland’s final comment, to the effect that the ‘[o]bligation not to use UN 

Forces to interfere in party politics is regarded as subject to [a] general obligation to
• 98preserve [the] unity and territorial integrity o f [the] Congo’, that really worried Aiken. 

He felt that ‘if  the restoration o f  unity requires the use o f  force against Congolese it is

O’N e il l ,‘Jadotville’, p. 129.
”  Telex, DEA to PMUN, 28 Aug. 1961, N A l DFA 305/384/31.
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Congolese who should use After ftjrther assurances from Boland that UN troops 

would not be involved in action against Congolese f a c t i o n s , A i k e n  expressed his 

belief that in the event o f  a civil war, ONUC troops ‘should withdraw to their military 

posts and airports, keep out foreign intervention and hold on while factions fight to 

[the] finish’. H e  worried that United Nations direct involvement would compromise

its integrity in the eyes o f the Congolese and encourage intervention from the Soviet
10 '^Union, the United Arab Republic, and possibly Ghana.

At the same time that Aiken was receiving assurances from Boland and the 

United Nations Secretariat about Ireland’s role in ONUC, Irish troops were indeed 

becoming more involved in action in Katanga. On 29 August a body of Irish troops was 

sent to a town called Jadotville near Elisabethville where by 5 September they had been 

surrounded by Katangese gendarmes. The confusion that surrounded their fate, their 

surrender on 17 September and their internment by the Katangans until 25 October, 

caused great concern at home in Ireland. The press carried wildly conflicting reports o f 

serious Irish casualties and general confusion in Katanga and The Irish Times reported 

visible ‘signs o f a crack in the solidarity with which our Government has backed the 

UN throughout’. L e m a s s ’s statement to the press on 15 September betrayed his 

government’s grave concern over the proper use o f Irish troops: it had ‘acceded to the 

request o f  the UN to keep a contingent with the UN Force in the Congo on the 

understanding that the function o f  the force would be to preserve peace while the 

Congolese people were working out a solution o f  their political problems and would 

not be used to impose any particular solution on the Congo’, b u t  now sought a full 

explanation on the nature o f the situation. In private Lemass continued to be 

sympathetic to Western concerns. He gladly accepted British Prime Minister Harold 

M acmillan’s offer o f  information from British sources in K a t a n g a , a n d  the British 

Ambassador to Ireland, Ian Maclennan, was confident that Lemass’s outlook was very

Telex, DEA to PMUN, 6 Sept. 1961, ibid.
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sim ilar to that o f  the British government.'®^ W hat was m ore surprising to British 

officials was how little the Irish governm ent knew about the situation. A iken’s 

departure on a fact-finding m ission to the Congo on 16 Septem ber did little to dispel 

M aclennan’s b e lie f that the governm ent was ‘as m uch in the dark as anyone, both about 

w hat is going on and about how  the existing situation in K atanga was brought 

about ’. I n  his judgem ent it had com m itted itself to the United N ations ideal to an

extent that bordered on naivety, and m istakenly viewed O ’Brien and M cKeow n ‘as UN
108representatives who happened only incidentally to be from the Irish R epublic’.

A iken’s nine-day C ongolese tour brought home the reality o f  the situation. In 

Leopoldville he met with Adoula, G izenga, Bom boko and K asavubu, who ‘expressed 

deep appreciation for what Ireland had already done for the Congo, and were high in 

praise o f  the Irish t roops’. I n  Katanga, he toured Irish positions and met with Irish 

soldiers, staying in O ’B rien’s villa. The experience ‘chastened’ h im ."°  

H am m arskjold’s death in a plane crash occurred w hile A iken was in the C ongo and 

offered a rem inder o f  the fragility o f  the situation, not least since A iken’s own plane 

from Elisabethville to Leopoldville on 24 Septem ber arrived safely only ‘after limping 

across hundreds o f  m iles o f  forest land’ when the pilot was forced to feather the engines 

as the plane started to lose o i l . '"  Earlier that week his plane had crash-landed at 

Kam ina when on its way to K atanga. W hat he saw in K atanga worried Aiken even 

more. His profession that the ‘U nited N ations have done and are doing a w onderful job  

here and can be proud o f  their record’"^ was m atched by private unease at the 

instructions given to the troops. He continued to believe, as he had told Boland earlier 

in Septem ber, that the force ‘should avoid being bogged down in hostilities against any 

group o f  Congolese secessionists’."^
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M a in t a in in g  t h e  I r is h  P r e s e n c e

In spite o f  his m isgivings, A iken continued to offer iiis full support to the operation -  

though new s agency reports from Leopoldville suggested that O ’Brien and United 

N ations officials had had to persuade him from w ithdraw ing Irish tro o p s ." '' The 

experience m ade the Irish governm ent m ore wary o f  its own position, but it retained a 

strong com m itm ent to the United N ations. Part o f  the difficulty was o f  the Irish 

governm ent’s ow n m aking and stem m ed from its close association o f  Ireland’s fate 

with that o f  the w orld organisation. Lem ass rem arked to C rem in on 20 Septem ber 1961 

that the ‘experience with Dr O ’B rien’s m ission in the Congo indicates that it is virtually 

im possible to  avoid the im pression in the public mind that the involvem ent in UN 

affairs o f  an Irish official o f  the United N ations in som e way involves this country’."^  

He rejected outright any suggestion that Boland m ight assum e an interim role during 

the search for H am m arskjold’s successor, doubting ‘w hether the public would welcom e 

further involvem ent on our part in U nited N ations affairs at the present tim e’."^  

Lemass had a further eye on the potential dom estic d ifficulties that m ight arise not 

sim ply from the m isuse o f  Irish troops, but from the potential for further casualties and 

from the accusation that they were being used to enforce a ‘com m unist’ agenda.

In the afterm ath o f  the Irish governm ent’s application to jo in  the EEC in July 

1961, Lem ass had also begun to think o f  placing it on a footing m ore consistent with its 

potential fellow  m em ber-states. In the long-term  the application m arked what Keatinge 

described as a ‘distinctive re-orientation o f  Irish foreign policy, in w hich all issue-areas 

[were] affected in some w ay’."^  The m ost visible consequence came in the loose 

division o f  foreign policy in two, with Lem ass taking charge o f  European affairs and 

Aiken those at the United N ations. The em phasis on Europe was not entirely to A iken’s 

liking and he had to be persuaded by Crem in not to publicly advance his be lie f that 

‘closer European co-operation w ould underm ine independent UN action’,"*  but it is 

m ore d ifficuh to ascribe a distinct change in Ireland’s role at the U nited N ations to the 

application process. The greatest short-term  effect -  in Noel D orr’s judgem ent -  was to

‘Aiken: second air mishap -  safe landing after ordeal over forests’, /m /;  Press, 25 Sept. 1961.
Note by Cremin re meeting with Taoiseach, 20 Sept. 1961, UCDA Aiken Papers P I04/6340.
Ibid.
Keatinge, P lace among the nations, p. 198.
Bhreatnach, ‘European federation and UN internationalism’, p. 246.
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ensure that the balance o f  foreign policy ‘tipped a little m ore tow ards prudence on 

certain m atters’, ”  ̂ and Lem ass in particular becam e m ore conscious o f  the broader 

impact o f  his governm ent’s policies.

This diplom atic division o f  labour did not, however, bring the Irish governm ent

to ‘the point o f  abandoning m ost o f  A iken’s UN program m e’, as N ina Heathcote
120wrongly asserted. Such a claim  not only exaggerates the im pact o f  the EEC but also 

over-estim ates the changes in L em ass’s approach and influence. From the beginning o f  

ONU C Lem ass showed h im self to be com m itted to tying Irish interests to the United 

N ations w hile retaining his pro-W estern sym pathies. He held his position on seating 

Kasavubu in tandem  with a belief that it w as in Ireland’s own interest ‘to prom ote the 

interests o f  the UN as a whol e ’. I n  Septem ber 1961 he rem ained convinced o f  the 

essential w orth o f  ONUC. His broadcast to Irish troops via the D epartm ent o f  

D efence’s new short-w ave radio service that month reiterated the central tenets o f  Irish 

policy: ‘when our contribution to this difficult task is no longer needed, Ireland will be 

able, because o f  your labours and sacrifices, to lift her head high, in the know ledge that 

she will have fulfilled her obligation with honour ’. I n  O ctober 19 6 1 the governm ent 

agreed to send further troops, on the grounds that ‘refusal to replace the Irish contingent 

w ould be m isrepresented and that, because o f  the particularly critical situation that 

exists in K atanga, it would not only underm ine the UN position but w ould tend to 

destroy the order and calm that have been successfully established in the rest o f  the 

Co n g o ’. T h e  DEA warned that O N U C ’s failure w ould lead ‘to  the dangerous 

weakening o f  the organisation itself, w ould open the way to civil w ar and foreign 

intervention in the Congo and m ight well bring about strife and insecurity in other parts 

o f  Africa and m ight indeed endanger w orld peace’.

The em phasis it placed on the pursuit o f  international stability through these 

channels m ade it im possible to w ithdraw , but the contentious issue surrounding the use

Dorr, ‘Ireland at the United N ations’ (2 0 0 2 ), p. 115.
Heathcote, ‘Ireland and O N U C ’, p. 898.
Quoted from L em ass’s address to the Cam bridge University Liberal Club on the role o f  sm all states in 

the United Nations; ‘Sm all nations have m ost to gain -  Mr L em ass’, Irish  Independent, 1 Feb. 1960.
Quoted in ‘Lem ass talks to soldiers in C on go’, 77ie Irish Tim es, 26  Sept. 1961.
D EA m emorandum for the governm ent, ‘Request from the United N ations for an Irish Battalion for 

C ongo Force to replace present contingent when withdrawn and also for anti-aircraft and support 
w eapons’, 9 Oct. 1961, N  AI DFA 3 0 5 /3 8 4 /2  Pt V.

Ibid.
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o f  Irish soldiers served to drive a w edge betw een Ireland and the A fro-A sian bloc. 

A long with Sweden and Canada, the Irish delegation to the United N ations opposed the 

tenns o f  a resolution put forward by C eylon, the United Arab Republic and Liberia to 

the Security Council in N ovem ber 1961 which called for ‘vigorous’ measures, 

including force, to  be used to detain Belgian and foreign m ercenaries, and m ilitary 

personnel. In a letter to  U Thant, A iken openly questioned the approach: ‘It has always 

been my view that the UN should be prepared to exercise infinite patience and to spend 

many years if  necessary to achieve its aim s by m ethods o f  peaceful persuasion. In my 

opinion, any idea o f  achieving a speedy ending o f  the Congo operation by m ilitary 

m eans is entirely illusory.’

O n ’the ground, the actual contribution o f  Irish officials did not receive an 

entirely positive account. British officials noted that M cKeown was ‘regarded as 

useless by the Indian soldiers’, a n d  O ’Brien, who had by then left Katanga and 

returned to N ew York, was looked on w ith disdain in m any quarters. His rum oured 

return to the Congo, British officials felt, ‘could do nothing but harm ’.'^^ O ’B rien’s 

public position had becom e increasingly controversial and in m any w ays ‘untenable’ to 

the United N ations Secretariat.'^* He w rote to A iken on 29 N ovem ber 1961 to  inform 

him o f  his resignation and indicated that ‘[s]hould you request me to resum e service in 

the Irish D epartm ent o f  External Affairs, 1 should be happy to do so ’.'^^ O ’Brien had 

already m ade up his mind how ever that his recall w ould be followed im m ediately by 

his resignation from the DEA.'^^ On 2 Decem ber, the day after A iken had secured his 

return, he w rote again to tender his resignation from the Irish C ivil Service. This 

m uddled affair w as exacerbated by O ’B rien ’s statem ent to the m edia on the sam e day 

in which he strongly criticised outside W estern interference in ON U C. His statem ents 

met with hostility in the DEA, though A iken in private professed h im self ‘deeply 

grateful’ for O ’B rien’s ‘unflagging assistance to me as M inister. I shall alw ays look

Aiken to Thant, 27 Nov. 1961, UCDA Aiken Papers P I04/6426.
‘Secretary o f  State’s meeting with the Irish Ambassador on December 1 [1961]: Irish interests in the 

Congo’, 30 Nov. 1961, NAUK FO 371/155009.
Ibid.
O’Brien, K atanga, p. 328.
O ’Brien to Aiken, 29 N ov. 1961, UCDA Aiken Papers P104/7045.
O ’Brien, Katanga, pp. 328-9.
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back with pleasure to the years we worked closely and happily and I think fruitfully
1 -j 1

together at home and in the United N ations.’

Lemass again showed h im self to be m ore concerned. He m oved quickly to 

distance the governm ent from O ’B rien’s actions, stating that he had ‘acted as an official
132o f  the United N ations’ rather than o f  the Irish governm ent, and used the annual 

m eeting o f  the Dublin Fianna Fail central discussion group on 7 D ecem ber 1961 to 

restate the Irish governm ent’s position on ONU C. It remained strongly in favour o f  the 

operation. If  Ireland were to w ithdraw , he told the group, it would be ‘regarded as a 

default on our obligations as a responsible m em ber o f  the United N ations and a betrayal 

o f  the principles which we have supported there ... It would be deeply deplored and 

m isunderstood by other independent African and Asian States who have urged us to 

stay with the task .’ '^^ His governm ent rem ained wedded to the principles that had 

shaped its initial acceptance o f  H am m arskjold’s request and in A pril 1962 returned to 

its argum ent that to w ithdraw  Irish troops w ould ‘jeopardise the continuance o f  the 

present com parative peace and calm that exist in the Congo’. F o r  Aiken there should 

be no obstacle to the successful com pletion o f  the United N ations’ efforts. The 

operation was a test o f  its com m itm ent to peace and stability and to the transform ation 

o f  its role. It offered an opportunity for it to surm ount the political divisions o f  the Cold 

W ar and provide an alternative future based along the lines desired by small states like 

Ireland and Sweden. Tim e and finances should not become an obstacle to the successful 

pursuit o f  these goals. In A ugust 1962, Boland told Charles Yost o f  the United States 

Perm anent M ission that the United N ations should m ake it clear to  Tshom be that it was 

‘prepared to continue the operation in the C ongo as long as m ight be necessary’. 

Boland told Yost that the United S tates’ opposition to extending funding for ONUC

Aiken to O ’Brien, 4 D ec. 1961, U C D A  Aiken Papers P104/7045.
D d i lE irea n n  deb.,  V ol. 192, Col. 1246 (6 Dec. 1961).
‘Text o f  a statement to be made by the Taoiseach, Mr Sean Lem ass, T D , at the Annual M eeting o f  

Com h-Com hairle Atha Cliath on Thursday, Decem ber 7'*’, at G room e’s H otel, D ublin’, N A I DFA  
305/384/31  Pt ill.

DEA memorandum for the governm ent, ‘Request from the United Nations for an Irish Battalion to 
replace the 36"' Battalion now serving in the Congo w hen withdrawn’, 4 April 1962, N A I DFA  
3 0 5 /3 8 4 /2  Pt VI.
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‘ran directly counter to our view s o f  w hat needed to be done if  the UN operation in the 

C ongo was not to end in irretrievable fa ilu re’.

The difficulty lay in reconciling this approach with the strain ONU C placed on 

the Irish governm ent’s lim ited resources. In reply to a request for further Irish troops on 

5 O ctober 1962, Lem ass asked that reference be m ade ‘to the hope expressed by the 

A cting Secretary-G eneral during his visit to D ublin in July last that it w ould be 

possible, by the end o f  this year, to start reducing the m ilitary com m itm ent o f  the 

United N ations in the Congo ...  [and] to the strain im posed on our limited resources by 

this commi t ment ’. H e  requested that the Secretary-G eneral be inform ed that after the 

replacem ent battalion had finished its tour o f  duty, ‘we w ould wish to reduce our 

contribution to the Force -  or, if  circum stances perm it, to term inate it’.'^* The impact 

o f  O ’Brien and Jadotville, as well as the loss o f  troops at E lisabethville in Decem ber 

1961, w as obvious. It m ade Lem ass considerably m ore w ary o f  the consequences o f 

Irish actions, though his com m ents regarding the troops reflected a genuine concern at 

the ability o f  the weak Irish public finances to cope with lengthy involvem ent in the 

operation. The question o f  how Irish troops were used also continued to be o f  concern, 

and distanced Ireland from the A fro-A sian group’s exhortations that the United Nations 

use more pro-active m ethods in restoring order to the Congo. At a m eeting o f  the Irish 

delegation in N ew York on 15 O ctober 1962 to discuss policy on the C ongo those 

present, including Aiken and Boland, agreed ‘that we should warn against the adoption 

o f  any kind o f  military stance unless the United N ations Forces on the ground were 

capable o f  supporting it and that only such areas should be garrisoned as the United 

N ations could effectively defend’.

In keeping with his com m itm ent to constructive decolonisation, Aiken 

continued to search for a solution that w ould provide the C ongo w ith a long-term  viable 

future. In January 1963, he im pressed on Joseph Sw eeney o f  the US Em bassy in Ireland 

the ‘necessity to avoid outright m ilitary v ictory’ and the need for a negotiated 

s e t t l e m e n t . I t  was im portant, Boland told U Thant the sam e m onth, to avoid ‘any

Ibid.
Nolan (DT) to Cremin, 5 Oct. 1962, N A l DFA 305/384/2 Pt VII.
Ibid.
‘Notes o f  meeting on Congo situation 15 October 1962’, NAI DFA PMUN 386 M/13/6. 
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attem pt to m ake the process o f  reintegrating Katanga into the Congo too abrupt’, and to 

avoid any sense o f  unease that m ight be caused by introducing too m any Central 

G overnm ent m ilitary or civilian personnel into K atanga too quickly.'"^' Patient 

constructive reform , which guaranteed a stable future state, steered by the United 

N ations but created by the C ongolese them selves, continued to be A iken’s prim ary 

concern in the final two years o f  ONU C. For him, there could no question o f  ending the 

operation before the C ongo’s difficulties had been fully sorted, no m atter w hat the 

financial im plications. W hen Boland met the Secretary G eneral again in A ugust 1963, 

he told him that ‘the suggestion that ONUC should be com pletely w ithdraw n from the 

C ongo by the P* January next caused the Irish G overnm ent the gravest concern ...  there 

w as a serious risk o f  all the good that had been accom plished in the C ongo being 

undone if  ONUC were w ithdraw n before the Congolese G overnm ent were in a position 

to ensure law and order ’. A s  late as M arch 1964, with the Irish governm ent 

com m itted to an additional contingent o f  Irish troops for the period to June o f  that year, 

A iken told the Dail that the planned withdraw al then m ight leave the Congolese 

governm ent in a difficult position.

He continued to search for a com prehensive solution to the conflict that would 

allow  for C ongo’s reconstruction as a stable independent state. The Irish governm ent’s 

tw o $25,000 contributions to the United N ations Congo Fund, created to help in the 

coun try ’s econom ic reconstruction, made explicit the link between political and 

econom ic solutions. Boland view ed the Fund as com plem entary to ONU C since it 

dim inished ‘the need for the em ploym ent o f  military personnel to m aintain law and 

order and to prevent civil w ar’.''̂ '* In the last tw o years o f  the operation, the focus 

‘turned from the m aintenance o f  order to the provision o f  an extensive program m e o f  

econom ic and technical assistance’. A i k e n  in particular em phasised the im portance 

o f  econom ic reconstruction, particularly in reinforcing C ongo’s resistance to outside 

interference. His attitude was in keeping with the Irish governm ent’s policies on the

Boland to sec. DEA, 23 Jan. 1963, NAI DFA PMUN 431 M/13/6. 
Boland to sec. DEA, 28 Aug. 1963, NAI DFA 305/384 Pt VIII. 
D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 208, Col. 860 (12 March 1964).
Boland to sec. DEA, 4 March 1963, NAI DFA 305/384/12.
Aiken, D dilE ireann deb., Vol. 201, Col. 942 (3 April 1963).

72



emerging states and particularly what Joseph Skelly termed its ‘commitment to 

successful decolonisation’.'^^

C o m in g  o f  A g e :  O N U C ’s I m p a c t  o n  I r e l a n d

The political disintegration o f  the Congo and the difficulties in restoring social and 

economic order to the state emphasised the essential validity o f  the Irish government’s 

arguments advanced during the decolonisation debates o f the late 1950s. It offered a 

prime example o f the effects o f ill-preparation prior to independence, with little or no 

collaboration between the colonial authority and the colonised society in the creation o f 

a viable political system, no structured timetable for withdrawal, and high levels o f  

outside political and economic interference. But it was the attempts to rectify those 

problems -  framed in terms o f the United Nations’ primacy in solving international 

conflict, the importance o f  negotiated settlement, and the necessity o f avoiding outside 

interference -  that carried the most important lessons for Irish policy-makers. The 

experience o f  ONUC, particularly the loss o f troops at Niemba and later at 

Elisabethville, became a reminder o f the very real sacrifices to be made in the pursuit o f  

international peace. At the United Nations, the situation described by The Irish Times in 

September 1961 -  ‘the big Powers support the UN when it suits them, and evade their 

responsibilities, or even work against UN policy, when their own interests seem to be 

touched’ '"*̂  -  frustrated efforts to find a constructive and lasting solution and hindered 

the success o f ONUC forces on the ground. The political realities and high stakes o f 

ONUC had made all too apparent the difficulties o f constructing a world organisation in 

keeping with the vision to which Aiken and his counterparts in other moderate states 

remained committed -  a United Nations which would operate above Cold War politics 

to facilitate and encourage the achievement o f a stable international environment.

It was not solely the shortcomings o f the United Nations however that awoke 

Irish officials to the realities o f  the state’s international standing. The broadly-held 

assertion that the Irish government and its people had a special role to play in linking 

the West with the developing world was, Holmes, Rees and Whelan argued, ‘sorely

S k e lly ,/m /i diplomacy, p. 266.
‘Hue and Cry’, The Irish Times, 23 Sept. 1961.
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148dented if  not completely destroyed’ by the Congo experience. The view that Irish 

troops would be viewed apart from their Western colleagues was openly tested by the 

attitudes adopted by the Congolese, not least Lum um ba’s August 1960 comm ents on 

the use o f  white troops in Katanga. So too was the attitude that Ireland was naturally 

positioned to act as a bridge between the West and the developing world. Though 

Boland frequently consulted with his African and Asian colleagues on the issue, the 

attitude he and his Western counterparts adopted to the United N ations Advisory 

Committee on the Congo, the close contact he enjoyed with officials from like-minded 

m oderate states, and his frequent warnings to Aiken not to overstep the mark in 

attempting to exert Irish influence, acted as a rem inder that with the emergence o f  this 

new group o f  independent and vocal African states came a re-structuring o f  the 

international order in which moderate states like Ireland were gradually losing the kind 

o f  influence they had enjoyed in preceding years.

Paradoxically, among the Irish public, these realities had remarkably little 

impact. Niemba was broadly constructed as a rem inder o f the necessary sacrifices in the 

pursuit o f  the type o f  world defined by Irish officials since they had joined the United 

Nations in 1955. The belief that Ireland had ‘more influence in Africa than a lot o f  

other countries’, as Labour Party leader Brendan Corish told the Dail in April 1962, 

prevailed.’"'̂  Ireland’s colonial past, its Christian heritage and its pursuit o f  an 

independent role in international affairs continued to shape its attitudes. ONUC 

transcended political divides to become a national issue. Corish and Fine Gael leader 

James Dillon were continually kept informed o f events in the Congo and both parties 

subscribed to the same definition o f  Ireland’s world role. In April 1962, Fine Gael TD 

Liam Cosgrave told the Dail that the success o f  the Irish troops in ONUC was ‘due to 

the fact that we are a country that has won the respect o f  the em ergent nations, regarded 

as a country with no ulterior motives, a country which, in comm on with many other 

small countries, has a vital interest in the preservation o f peace and the establishm ent o f  

order’.

Holmes, Rees and Whelan, Poor relation, p. 157.
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D ail Eireann deb.. V ol. 194, Col. 1361 (5 April 1962).

74



As a piece o f  rhetoric, Cosgrave’s speech captured the essence o f  the Irish self- 

perception o f  the state’s role. The reality was somewhat more complicated and related 

directly to its European character. The Swedish approach to ONUC showed that Ireland 

was not unique in its pursuit o f  a particular set o f  policy goals or in its definition o f a 

‘special position’ for the state in the Western sphere. From outside, Ireland was viewed 

as ‘a small country with an impeccable anti-colonial tradition, and yet a Western 

power ’. W i t h i n  that sphere however it defined a specific role for itself. A iken’s 

suspicion o f  American motives and policies, and his comm itm ent to the United 

Nations, as well as Lem ass’s continued and vocal support for the organisation, provided 

evidence o f  the governm ent’s independence o f  judgem ent, even when the decisions it 

arrived at were often in line with Western attitudes. The application for EEC 

membership did not radically overhaul this independence, and evaluations o f  Irish 

voting patterns at the United Nations bear witness to its continuing diplomatic 

autonomy.

The Congo experience did however succeed in introducing a more pragmatic air 

among Irish decision-m akers towards the state’s role the United Nations and in relation 

to the emerging independent African states in particular. That change was a gradual 

one. There was no epiphany among DEA officials, brought about by some sudden 

realisation that Ireland’s role had altered overnight and that it no longer held the kind o f 

political influence it had claimed to wield among the Afro-Asian group; that realisation 

was already visible in Boland’s assessment o f  A iken’s plan for African reconciliation in 

July 1960. Neither does there appear to have been any widespread discussion among 

Irish policy-makers about the m anner in which the Congo experience had accelerated 

any change in attitude. Instead the progression was a more natural one, a reaction to the 

realities o f  international relations made visible by the politics o f  the conflict. Individual 

experience was crucial: A iken’s trip to the Congo in 1961, Boland’s relationship with 

his colleagues at the United Nations -  his Western and African counterparts and United

‘Confidential. Irish Republic at the United Nations: Brief for Visit o f  P.U.S. [Permanent Under
secretary] to Dublin, June, 1962’, NAUK DO 181/9.

For an analysis o f  Irish voting patterns at the United Nations in comparison with its later EEC 
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Community’s voting behaviour at the United Nations General Assembly’, Journal o f  Common Market 
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N ations officials -  and the experiences o f  several Irish officials in debates at the 

General Assem bly all added to a growing aw areness o f  Ireland’s position and, equally 

im portantly, the limits to its influence. Pressures for change also cam e from outside the 

DEA , notably Sean L em ass’s concern at offending W estern sensibilities in the debate 

on the seating o f  Kasavubu and his increasing concern with the EC application. They 

form ed part o f  a gradual and growing awareness o f  the practical im plications o f  Irish 

decision-m aking, visible to som e extent in the debates on decolonisation and apartheid 

in preceding years (see chapters one and three), but which now distilled in a more 

pragm atic assessm ent o f  the country’s role.

It is im portant, how ever, not to exaggerate the extent o f  this change. ONUC did 

invest an elem ent o f  caution in Irish foreign policy but did not lead it to abandon the 

com m itm ent to the United Nations that Swedish Foreign M inister Osten Unden 

described as ‘outstanding, not to say astonishing’.'^^ The Irish delegation retained its 

‘high reputation’ '̂ "* and the governm ent’s continued com m itm ents in the field o f  peace

keeping ensured that its fortunes remained closely tied to those o f  the world 

organisation. On the departure o f  Irish troops from the Congo in June 1964, the Irish 

governm ent had already extended its peace-keeping responsibilities to the United 

N ations operation in Cyprus. Its response to the M arch 1964 request for troops for the 

island said much about the lessons it had learned from ONUC. C yprus offered even 

greater potential political difficulties, not least the partition o f  the island into G reek and 

T urkish areas, o f  particular sensitivity to Irish opinion. The Irish governm ent was not 

alone in taking its tim e (alm ost two weeks) before com m itting to the force -  Sweden, 

C anada, Brazil and Finland took sim ilar care in m aking their decisions -  and the 

positive result o f  those deliberations said a lot about the Irish m indset at official and 

public levels. In spite o f  the potential that the operation w ould bring ‘even graver 

dangers o f  political confusion, and even chaos, than the Congo situation, and graver 

danger o f  loss o f  l ives’, O N U C  showed that Ireland could m ake a positive and 

constructive contribution in the area o f  peace-keeping and the Irish A rm y, as Eunan

From a conversation betw een Unden and the Irish Am bassador to Sw eden, quoted in the 
Am bassador’s confidential report o f  23 June 1961, N A l DFA 305 /3 8 4 /2  Pt IV.
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O ’Halpin noted, had become ‘an important arm o f foreign policy in a manner which no 

one had expected’. W i t h  the United Nations changed significantly by increasing 

Afro-Asian influence, peace-keeping became the most visible practical expression o f 

the Irish government’s pursuit o f  an international system based on peace and stability. 

It was, the Irish Independent asserted, Ireland’s ‘morally unavoidable contribution to 

the peace o f  the world. On the grounds o f  our past policy statements about the UN, it is 

indeed hard to see how we can adopt any other attitude.’

O’Halpin, Defending Ireland, p. 273.
‘Troops for Cyprus’, Irish Independent, 6 March 1964.
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3
‘On the side o f the angels’:* Ireland, Southern Africa, and 

the Birth o f the Irish Anti-Apartheid M ovement

C ongo’s descent into chaos w as w atched closely by its neighbours in southern Africa. 

U nw illing to countenance any reduction in their power, the controlling m inorities in 

South A frica (and by extension South-W est Africa) and Southern Rhodesia, and the 

colonial authorities in Portuguese A frica (Angola, C ape Verde, Guinea-B issau, and 

M ozam bique) viewed African political independence as an unhealthy and threatening 

developm ent. To them, the C ongo unrest exem plified the potential threat to their 

prosperous existence. They feared that the abuse o f  pow er by A frican leaders and the 

dam age it did to W estern business interests would be repeated if  greater political 

freedom s were allowed within their own societies. For the rest o f  the world, with the 

debate on decolonisation draw ing to a close, the ‘hard core’ o f  A frica’s political 

problem s was exposed: the persistence o f  m inority rule in southern A frica.' The 

regim es w ere seen as an affront to  the freedom o f  the new ly-independent African states, 

their rejection o f  African rights a rem inder o f  the continued colonial influence on their 

continent. In the developed w orld, the relationship took on a different dynam ic. 

Em igration, trade, geopolitical concerns and shared cultural links bound the W est to 

South A frica and Southern Rhodesia in a m anner not visible on the rest o f  the 

continent. In the early 1960s, that relationship began to  be challenged from within. 

Encouraged by the exam ple o f  A m erican civil rights protesters and the calls o f  the 

South African National C ongress (AN C), and enraged by events in South Africa, 

W estern activists grew increasingly vocal in the struggle against m inority rule, and 

several m oderate W estern governm ents, including Sweden, Denm ark, Ireland, and 

others, responded in kind at the United Nations with increasingly condem natory 

diplom atic postures.

After 1960, the opportunities for m oderate intervention o f  this sort decreased as 

the influence o f  the A fro-A sian group grew stronger and the com plexities o f  Ireland’s

' Tadhg O ’Sullivan, UNGA Fourth Committee, 7 Dec. 1961, UNORGA, A/C.4/SR.1240.
' Tadhg O ’Sullivan, UNGA Fourth Committee, 29 Oct. 1962, UNORGA, A/C.4/SR.1364.

78



anti-colonial stance in the early years at the United N ations were m ade m ore obvious as 

debate becam e m ore radicalised. The effect o f  these changes on Ireland’s international 

role forms the core o f  this chapter. The first part is concerned w ith the evolution o f  Irish 

governm ent policy prior to I960, its approach to the question o f  apartheid and South 

W est A frica at the U nited N ations, and the factors shaping those policies. The second 

part concentrates on the period after 1960 and the role defined for Ireland by the 

changing international environm ent. In order to situate Irish policies in a broader 

context, this analysis draw s on the experience o f  the N ordic states whose interests 

closely corresponded w ith those o f  the Irish governm ent. The sam e countries provide a 

m easure for Irish attitudes to southern A frica in another, broader sense: the levels o f  

public participation in international controversies, and the im plications o f  that 

participation for foreign policy. The European-w ide response to events in southern 

Africa, m ost visible in the boycott m ovem ents in Britain and the N ordic states and in 

the birth o f  the Irish Anti-A partheid M ovem ent (lA A M ) in 1964, form s the third and 

final part o f  this chapter.

S o u t h e r n  A f r ic a  in  C o n t e x t

The international debate on apartheid and racial discrim ination had its origins in 

changing attitudes to colonialism  and hum an rights in the post-w ar period, and 

developm ents to the contrary w ithin South Africa. After its 1948 election victory, 

D .F.M alan’s N ational Party introduced the institutionalised structures o f  segregation 

and apartheid that cam e to be the m ark o f  South A frican society. They formed the basis 

for a program m e o f  deepening racial segregation pursued by that governm ent’s 

successors. The ‘South African C om m onw ealth’ system introduced by the governm ent 

o f  H endrick V erw oerd gave limited self-governm ent to A fricans in areas known as 

Bantustans and continued the drive ‘for the elim ination o f  A frican political influence in 

w hite areas’. Society grew  increasingly polarised. An attem pt to set up an interracial 

C ongress o f  the People in 1955 was m et with intransigence on both sides: from the 

governm ent w ho condem ned its interracial nature; and from A fricans who denounced it

 ̂T.R.H. Davenport, South Africa: a m odem  history (4'*' ed., London, 1991), p. 353.
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as a ‘betrayal o f  African nationalism ’. The tension that resulted was fuelled by the 

South African governm ent’s fears o f  events elsew here in A frica and the growth o f  the 

ANC and its radical offshoot, the Pan-African Congress (PAC). It quickly took the 

form o f  open confrontation, with disastrous consequences. On 21 M arch 1960, 69 

civilians w ere killed by South A frican police during a dem onstration at Sharpeville. 

The response served to radicalise the situation within the state as the ban on both the 

ANC and PAC drove their leaderships into exile and their ordinary m em bers into 

increasingly m ilitant action.

O utside South Africa, the question gained increasing international attention. The 

severity o f  the security forces’ reaction at Sharpeville brought condem nation o f  the 

South African governm ent from all quarters, in Britain, the incident led to the creation 

o f  the Anti-A partheid M ovem ent. In Scandinavia it helped to ignite public interest and 

action. At the United N ations, the General Assem bly adopted a resolution strongly 

condem ning South A frica’s policies which ‘opened a new chapter in the organisation’s 

treatm ent o f  dom estic d isputes’."* Its re-interpretation o f  article 2.7 o f  the United 

N ations Charter, which forbade interference in the internal politics o f  a m em ber state, 

m arked the beginning o f  a m ore active W estern involvem ent on the apartheid issue. At 

inter-governm ental organisations like the International Labour Organisation, South 

A frica cam e under increasing harassm ent as Afro-Asian delegations lobbied for its 

exclusion. The pressure becam e increasingly difficult to bear and on 31 M ay 1961, 

faced with sim ilar pressures from within the Com m onw ealth, the South African 

governm ent w ithdrew  from that organisation and becam e a republic.

The attacks on South A frica at the United N ations extended to its adm inistration 

o f  the Trust Territory o f  South W est A frica. The United N ations Trusteeship 

C om m ittee and South W est A frican C om m ittee becam e central to the debate on the 

territo ry’s future and led calls for South A frica’s w ithdraw al. The South African 

governm ent treated the territory as an extension o f  its state, exploiting its natural 

resources and introducing the sam e segregationist policies v isible w ithin its own 

boundaries. The latter had an all-too-fam iliar effect. On 10 D ecem ber 1959, 11

 ̂ Leo Kuper, ‘African nationalism in South Africa, 1910-1964’, in Monica Wilson and Leonard 
Thompson (eds.), 77;e Oxford history o f  South Africa II: 1870-1966  (Oxford, 1971), p. 464.
'' Evan Luard, A history o f  the United Nations, Volume 2: the age o f  decolonisation, 1955-1965  (London, 
1989), p. 115.
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A fricans were killed and 44 injured by police fire in W indhoek after residents had 

stoned police in an effort to resist rem oval to another township. As it did in South 

Africa, the severity o f  the security forces’ response radicalised African nationalists. In 

1960, the O vam boland P eople’s Organisation was reconstituted as the South W est 

African People’s O rganisation (SW APO), and in 1961 ‘resolved to prepare for armed 

struggle’ against the South A frican authorities.^

Fam iliar fears haunted the authorities in Southern Rhodesia. N om inally  self- 

governing since 1923, Southern R hodesia w as the dom inant state in the British Central 

African Federation. Its controlling w hite m inority grew  increasingly concerned at the 

pace o f  African political developm ent elsew here and the riots in N yasaland. another 

constituent o f  the Federation, in 1959 only strengthened their resolve. In 1962, the 

right-w ing Rhodesian Front assum ed pow er on a pro-segregation m andate and its 

policies accelerated the division o f  Southern Rhodesian society. At the United N ations 

it drew increasing scrutiny at the Fourth C om m ittee in spite o f  British protests at the 

legality o f  discussing its future. The final turning point came in 1964 when Britain 

granted independence to the Federation’s tw o other constituents, N yasaland (M alawi) 

and Northern Rhodesia (Zam bia). Fearful o f  British attem pts to repeat the process in its 

territory, the Rhodesian Front rejected attem pts to negotiate greater A frican political 

freedom s in Southern Rhodesia, and in N ovem ber 1965 unilaterally declared the state 

independent.

At the sam e tim e in Portuguese A frica the reconstruction o f  the post-w ar 

econom ic system led to a gradual increase in tensions within the colonial societies. 

African opposition grew  slow ly. In A ugust 1959, a strike by dock w orkers in Bissau, 

organised by the Guinean nationalist m ovem ent the PAIGC, left at least fifty dead 

when police shot on the dem onstrators. It was follow ed in 1960 by sim ilar police 

reactions to dem onstrations in M ozam bique and A ngola. In 1961, the situation was 

brought to the attention o f  the w orld by P ortugal’s brutal suppression o f  a revolt in 

Angola. It was follow ed by an increase in violent opposition in M ozam bique and 

G uinea-B issau, so that by 1964 all three colonies were engaged in guerrilla warfare 

with the colonial state, though it rem ained ‘som ething o f  a phoney w ar’, except in

 ̂Allan D. Cooper, 77je occupation o f  Namibia: Afrikanerdom ’s attack on the British Empire (Lanham, 
1991), p. 97.
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Guinea-B issau, until the early 1970s.^ The case did not escape the attention o f  the 

United N ations or the w orld’s press, where Portuguese policies were strongly criticised, 

and the Portuguese governm ent was subjected to repeated criticism  and attem pts to 

exclude it from international debate.

I r e l a n d , A p a r t h e id  a n d  S o u t h e r n  A f r ic a

W hat m arked southern A frica as distinct in Irish policies w ere the extensive econom ic 

and cultural links with the region not visible in any other part o f  sub-Saharan Africa. 

W here Ireland’s relationship with the em erging states built on relatively recent 

m issionary endeavour, Irish men and wom en had travelled to southern A frica as 

entrepreneurs, m issionaries, settlers, and officials o f  the British Em pire from at least the 

early nineteenth century.^ Those m igratory links survived well into the tw entieth 

century. The 1951 South A frican census recorded that 8,254 South African residents 

had been born ‘in the tw enty-six county area’, with an additional 1,366 born ‘in the six 

county area’.* The relationship with Rhodesia was built along sim ilar lines. In the early 

1960s an estim ated 5,000 to 15,000 (7%  o f  the w hite population) identified them selves 

as ‘Irish-Rhodesians’.  ̂ The place nam es o f  rural Rhodesia -  A thlone, Donnybrook, 

A vondale, and the gold m ines o f  Colleen Bawn and C onnem ara in the south east -  

resonated with the strength o f  Irish influence in the co lony’s form ative years.''* The 

large num bers o f  Irishm en who fought on both sides o f  the Boer W ar added a rom antic 

association o f  the B oer cause with Irish nationalism , fostered by the friendships 

between the respective leaders. In 1948, after Ireland’s isolation during the Second 

W orld War, that political relationship was restored to its ‘pre-w ar intim acy’ following

® Malyn Newitt, Portugal in Africa: the last hundred years  (London, 1981), p. 230.
’ Donal P. McCracken, ‘Odd man out; the South African experience’, in Andy Bielenberg (ed.), The Irish 
diaspora  (Harlow, 2000), p. 253.
* Scott-Hayward to sec., DEA, 26 June 1964, N Al DFA 305/94/4.
’ The figure o f  5,000 is quoted in Lionel Fleming, ‘More Rhodesian than Irish’, The Irish Times, 8 Nov. 
1965, while Cyril A. Rogers and C. Frantz estimate the Irish presence at 15,000 in their study. Racial 
themes in Southern Rhodesia: the attitudes and behaviour o f  the white population  (N ew  York, 1962), p. 
60. Rogers and Frantz’s numbers are problematic as indicators as they are based not on official census 
records but on a test sample o f  500 Rhodesians, whom they tested not for country o f  birth but for self- 
defined ‘national or ethnic origin’.

Neal J. O ’Donnell, Salisbury, to editor, Irish Independent, 28 Dec. 1965. See also Donal Lowry, ‘The 
Irish in Rhodesia: wild land - tame, sacred and profane’. Southern African-Irish Studies, Vol. 2 (1992), 
pp. 242-60.

82



the victory o f  the N ational Party in South A frica’s e lec tions."  Four years later, the 

A ttorney General, C earbhall 6  Dalaigh, attended the tercentenary celebrations o f  the 

first w hite settlem ent in South A frica on behalf o f  the Irish people, and in so doing 

strengthened the im age o f  w hat Bebhinn Ryan described as ‘tw o countries closely 

linked to each other through m igration and hence through religious, political and 

m ilitary affairs’.'^

Those ties m ay have, as Skelly suggested, ‘som etim es m uted’ Irish indignation
1

at apartheid, but they could not disguise the underlying distaste for the system ’s 

denial o f  A frican rights. A t the eleventh session o f  the General A ssem bly in 1956, 

C osgrave instructed the Irish delegation to vote in favour o f  a (mild) resolution 

reprim anding South A frica for its apartheid system and another which called on South 

A frica to  report on its treatm ent o f  its population o f  Indian origin. C osgrave’s 

successor, Aiken, adopted an even m ore forward approach. He grounded his policies in 

tw o fam iliar them es: the right to self-determ ination and the search for w hat his 

N orw egian counterparts term ed ‘constructive so lu tions’ in southern A frica.'^  The 

w eight o f  Irish history in its various m anifestations informed Irish attitudes. At the 

Special Political C om m ittee on 29 O ctober 1957, O ’Brien stated that Irish policy was 

‘not actuated by unfriendly feelings to the European com m unity in South A frica’, but 

w as in the latter’s interest.'^  In rem arking on a resolution introduced to the com m ittee 

three days later, which Ireland co-sponsored, O ’Brien returned to this assertion. He told 

the assem bled that the resolution w as aim ed not at the South A frican governm ent, but at 

the ‘liberal people, and also prudent people, who w ould be encouraged if  they knew 

that the United N ations still refused to countenance the policies o f  apartheid and if  they 

saw reflected in the vote a grow ing volum e o f  opposition to such policies’.'^

H ow ever it was fram ed, the resolution’s condem nation o f  apartheid w as a bold 

step. In co-sponsoring, Ireland w as one o f  only tw o ‘W estern’ European states, along 

w ith G reece, to condem n apartheid. M ost significantly, in raising the issue, the

" Lowry, ‘The Irish in Rhodesia’, p. 120.
Bebhinn Ryan, ‘Ireland’s response to the emergence o f  the apartheid system in South Africa: 1948- 

1966’ (M A, National University o f  Ireland, Galway, 1999), p. 16.
Skelly, Irish diplomacy, p. 187.
Tore Linne Eriksen, ‘The origins o f  a special relationship: Norway and southern Africa 1960-1975’, in 

Tore Linne Eriksen (ed.), N orway and national liberation in southern Africa (Uppsala, 2000), p. 12.
Conor Cruise O’Brien, UNGA Special Political Committee, 29 Oct. 1957, UNORGA, A/SPC/SR.54.
Conor Cruise O’Brien, UNGA Special Political Committee, 1 Nov. 1957, UNORGA, A/SPC/SR.57.
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resolution rejected the charge that the discussion o f  apartheid was beyond the 

com petence o f  the General A ssem bly. O ’Brien told the com m ittee that the essence o f  

A rticle 2.7 o f  the United N ations C harter -  non-interference in the dom estic affairs o f  

m em ber-states -  was negated by w hat apartheid engendered; ‘fear and hatred -  the 

seeds o f  war. The problem  therefore w as in the broadest and clearest sense an
1 n

international, not a dom estic, affair.’

The vote m et with indignation in South Africa. R.I.C. Scott-H ayw ard, a veteran

supporter o f  Irish nationalism  who later served as Irish H onorary Consul in

Johannesburg (1960-66), w rote to de V alera to express the ‘indignation and annoyance’

it caused, and asserted that the Irish delegation based its argum ents on a false

assum ption o f  the apartheid system ; ‘[t]o describe apartheid as racial discrim ination

instead o f  w hat it is, nam ely, separate developm ent for the European population, and

the prim itive, sem i-barbaric natives, suggests our G overnm ent’s ill-treatm ent o f  the
• • 18natives, which is ju s t the opposite o f  w hat it is’. Scott-H ayw ard’s anger m atched an 

evident d isbelief that the country to which he had travelled in 1922 to oppose the Treaty 

could abandon its friendship with South A frica for the sake o f  m istaken judgem ent. 

South African officials criticised the Irish delegation’s earlier support for placing 

apartheid on the United N ations agenda in sim ilar terms: ‘Ireland had been looked upon 

as a friend by the South A fricans and they expected a better understanding o f  their 

position from u s’.'^

A shared sense o f  nationalism  and a shared anti-British tradition was set aside 

as the Irish governm ent constructed its diplom atic identity through a new and m ore all- 

em bracing vision o f  the state’s past through its relationship w ith the A fro-A sian group. 

The apartheid system , w hich institutionalised discrim ination on the basis o f  race, was 

particularly abhorrent to a generation o f  officials and politicians versed in the excesses 

o f  British rule in Ireland. In private, Boland com m ented in 1958 that the South African 

governm ent was ‘giving the coloured peoples ... the kind o f  treatm ent Crom w ell gave 

the Irish -  and with the sam e kind o f  fanatical Calvinist fervour’ The Irish 

delegation’s public statem ents at the U nited Nations reveal a sim ilar attitude. In 1958 it

Conor Cruise O ’Brien, U N G A  Special Political C om m ittee, 29  Oct. 1957, U N O R G A , A /SP C /SR .54.
Scott-Hayward to de Valera, 4  N o v . 1957, N A l DT S l l  115 A.
J.D. Brennan to sec. DEA , 11 Oct. 1957, N A l D FA  305/94  II.

“  Boland to Cremin, 23 July 1958, ibid.
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again co-sponsored the inscription o f  apartheid on the United N ations agenda for the 

forthcom ing session and continued its condem nation o f  the system  in the debates that 

followed. On 14 O ctober 1958 K ennedy told the Special Political Com m ittee that the 

‘painful experience o f  the Irish people in the past had imbued Ireland with an abiding 

respect for the liberty and dignity o f  hum an individuals, and a hatred o f  political 

oppression’.^' W hatever its friendship w ith the South A frican people, it could not 

condone a system  w hich institutionalised the repression o f  those hum an rights on a 

wide scale.

The DEA believed that the Irish approach to apartheid should be based on ‘the
22general principles on w hich we ourselves behave’. The dedication to hum an rights 

and self-determ ination im bued by the lessons o f  Ireland’s past w as m atched by a strong 

sense o f  the state’s C hristian obligations. To counter the assertion that South African 

society upheld Christian values against the com m unist advance in A frica, the Irish 

governm ent offered a m ore com pelling m oral argument. A partheid was ‘not only 

contrary to hum an dignity and a denial o f  basic human rights but also breeds 

innum erable offences against Christian charity and Christian j us t ice’. T h e  Irish 

delegation’s support for inscription carried an additional responsibility  in this regard. 

Boland felt that not to support it w ould im ply that ‘the voice o f  C atholic Ireland was 

silent and it w as left to the A fro-A sian bloc to  carry the ball as i f  the section o f  W estern 

religious opinion for which Ireland stands had no strong view on the issue at a ll!’ '̂* 

C onscious o f  the criticism  it drew  from sections o f  the Catholic C hurch for its support 

for a debate on the seating o f  a C om m unist Chinese d e l e g a t i o n , t h e  apartheid question 

offered an opportunity  for the Irish delegation to assum e a leading role in upholding 

Christian values. The condem nation o f  racial segregation from prom inent m em bers o f  

the Catholic Church, not least the Irish-born C arm elite Bishop Donal Lam ont o f  Umtali 

in Southern Rhodesia, and the praise the Irish position drew  from  that and other 

quarters, offered a positive reiteration o f  the state’s obligations in that regard.

Eamon Kennedy, UNGA Special Political Committee, 14 Oct. 1958, UNORGA, A/SPC/SR.88. 
Unsigned note [Cremin?], 1 Aug. 1958, NAl DFA 305/94 II.
Draft reply to Scott-Hayward, undated [Dec. 1957?], NAI DT SI 1115 A.
Boland to Cremin, 23 July 1958, NAI DFA 305/94 II.
For a discussion of the China debate, see Cathal Dowling, ‘Irish policy on the representation o f China 

at the United Nations, 1957-9’, Irish Studies in International Affairs, Vol. 7 (1996), pp. 81-95.
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To those Christian obligations were added Ireland’s responsibilities as a 

member o f the United Nations. The actions o f O ’Brien in Katanga drew headlines, but 

it was in Boland’s terms as chairman o f the Fourth Committee (1958) and as President 

o f  the General Assembly (1960), and the other posts Irish officials assumed in New 

York that the Irish government’s commitment to active citizenship on the world stage 

was most visible. The election o f its officials for these posts had the additional benefit 

o f  reinforcing the state’s independent reputation. Irish officials viewed the choice o f the 

Irish delegation to serve on the Committee on South West Africa in December 1958 as 

the direct result o f  the Assembly’s desire to have a Western state ‘o f sufficient 

independence’ to replace the outgoing delegate from the United States.

Its experience o f the committee, particularly Kennedy’s ‘exceedingly onerous 

and harassing’ period as rapporteur in 1959,^^ brought home the difficult realities o f its 

United Nations obligations. It impressed on Irish officials the disadvantages of 

assuming a leading role, in particular the dangers o f misconception that were to be 

demonstrated later in the Congo operation. On 22 December 1959, The Irish Times 

described a committee resolution Kennedy tabled as rapporteur, criticising the South 

African use o f force at Windhoek on 11 December, as an ‘Irish’ resolution.^* The Irish 

delegation was adamant that it was ‘untrue’ that the initiative had been taken by 

K e n n e d y . T h o u g h  it supported its contents -  the ‘minimum action’ the United 

Nations could take^° -  it worried at being too closely identified with the decisions of 

the committee. O ’Brien, in recommending that Kennedy not seek re-election as 

rapporteur, commented that to do so might ‘give the impression to misinformed 

sections o f opinion here that we are “crusading” against South Africa to an unnecessary 

degree’. '̂ There were additional, more mundane, reasons for Irish concerns. The 

delegation’s limited staff put a severe strain on its ability to cover all o f  its obligations. 

In the case o f the South West African Committee, the Irish delegation felt, ‘not merely 

because o f the principle that such offices should rotate, but also because, being 

ourselves a candidate this year [1960] for the Presidency o f the Assembly, we should

Telex, PMUN to DEA, 10 Dec. 1958, NAI DFA PMUN 321 W/2.
Hand-written note, O ’Brien to Horan, 30 Dec. 1959, NAI DFA 417/135 I.
‘UN adopts Irish draft resolution’. The Irish Times, 22 Dec. 1959.
Telex, PMUN to DEA, 23 Dec. 1959, NAI DFA 417/135 1.
Ibid.
Hand-written note, O’Brien to Horan, 30 Dec. 1959, ibid.
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not seek other offices, possession o f  w hich w ould in any event put a strain on our 

resources’.

The experience was not w holly negative. K ennedy’s w ork as rapporteur drew  

considerable praise, including that o f  G hanaian Prim e M inister Kwam e Nkrumah,^^ 

and the experience gave the delegation an additional understanding o f  the changing 

nature o f  debate at the United N ations. Its voting at the Special Political Com m ittee and 

the Fourth Com m ittee placed it to the forefront o f  progressive W estern opinion on 

southern Africa. In 1959 the Irish delegation accepted an invitation from India to co

sponsor the inscription o f  apartheid on the agenda o f  the General A ssem bly for its 

autum n session, alongside C eylon, Cuba, Ghana, Haiti, India, Indonesia, Iran, M alaya, 

the United Arab Republic, U ruguay, and V enezuela, with the other W estern m oderate 

states still noticeable by their absence.

I r e l a n d ’s  C h a n g in g  R o l e  a t  t h e  U n it e d  N a t io n s

The m ore assertive display o f  anti-colonialism  that the Irish delegation exhibited in its 

voting at the Fourth Committee^^ could not disguise the close affinity between Irish 

policies and those o f  its m oderate counterparts. In the corridors o f  the United Nations in 

New  York or on the ground in the Congo, the Irish governm ent looked continually to 

the N ordic governm ents for inspiration. A co-ordinated approach to international affairs 

em erged and endured. On jo in ing  the United N ations, Boland told British officials -  to 

their surprise -  that the Irish governm ent ‘tended to agree m ore with the Scandinavians
35than with, for exam ple, Spain and Portugal’. The form er offered a sim ilar approach to 

international affairs, a com m itm ent to the principles o f  international stability and a 

conception o f  the United N ations as ‘the w orld ’s conscience’. O u t s i d e  that 

organisation, policies coincided in a num ber o f  additional ways. The states had 

sim ilarly strong responses to the m assacre at Sharpeville on 21 M arch I960. Aiken 

declared the Irish people ‘deeply shocked’ by the tragedy, not m erely for its effect on

Horan to Boland, 4 Jan. 1960, ibid.
‘A frica could be threat to peace: Nkrumah calls for positive action by United N ation s’, 77;e Irish  

Tim es, 18 M ay 1960.
See the table o f ‘anti-colonial scores’ at the Fourth C om m ittee in 1960 in Huldt, Sweden, the U N  a n d  

deco lon isa tion , p. 189.
Pink to D ixon, 25 M ay 1956, N A U K  DO  35 /6947 .
Freddie Boland, U N G A  Special Political C om m ittee, 4  N o v . 1959, LTNORGA, A /SP C /SR .143.
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South African society; the artificial divisions imposed on racial lines had effects that
-37

were ‘far-reaching and incalculable in the present world situation’. The Irish 

governm ent reacted by excluding South A frica from its invitation to Dublin sent to all 

leaders attending the M ay 1960 C om m onw ealth conference in London, a m ove w hich 

was echoed by the N ordic governm ents’ stance. A m eeting o f  their Foreign M inisters 

on 25 April 1960 instructed the states’ diplom ats not to attend the official celebrations 

m arking the fortieth anniversary o f  the Union o f  South A frica the following m onth.

But there w ere limits to the extent o f  this support for the indigenous populations 

o f  southern A frica. N one o f  the governm ents could see their way to extending this 

diplom atic protest to a boycott o f  South African goods as called for by the A NC in 

1959 and repeated by the A fro-Asian group at the United N ations. The Irish 

governm ent felt that ‘the most useful action’ open to the international com m unity was 

to continue to press for change through the United N ations, rather than to take up a 

position ‘which the South African G overnm ent would inevitably consider m arkedly 

host i le’. I t  could not see how ‘anyone would be losers but ourselves’.'''̂  The 

condem nation o f  South A frica’s policies was matched by a desire to continue to engage 

it in the search for constructive dialogue. At the same tim e, A iken w as unw illing to 

jeopard ise the influence the Irish delegation had built with the A fro-A sian bloc by 

com ing out fully against the boycott. O ’Brien recom m ended that Ireland not vote 

against any resolution that m ight arise, but rather ‘not support’ one, since ‘it is 

unnecessary and undesirable for us to run directly counter to the sense o f  A frican and 

Asian opinion on this m atter’.

The Irish governm ent was not alone in its approach. In m eetings between 

N orw egian officials and their South A frican counterparts, the form er w ere at pains to 

m ake the distinction between the private boycott spreading w ithin N orw egian society 

and official policy for ‘fear o f  retaliatory actions directed against N orw egian exports’.'*̂  

There was a difference, how ever, between the protection o f  existing trade and active

”  D E A  press release, 24  March 1960, N A l DFA 305/94  111.
Eriksen, ‘O rigins o f  a special relationship’, p. 16.
U nsent draft letter, A iken to E .l. Laavadien, secretary o f  the B oycott M ovem ent, Jan. 1960, N A l DFA  

30 5 /9 4  111.
DEA memorandum in response to parliamentary question tabled by N oel B row ne, 11 N o v . 1959, ibid. 
N ote, O ’Brien to sec. D E A , 30 Aug. 1960, ibid.
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trade prom otion that the Irish governm ent engaged in. The N orw egians had som ething 

to lose, including a large trade in canned fish with South Africa. By contrast, the Irish 

governm ent attem pted to expand its trade at a time when African nationalists called on 

the international com m unity to boycott the South A frican econom y. In O ctober 1957 

Irish officials engaged in trade consultations with South A frica at the same tim e that the 

delegation supported the inscription o f  apartheid on the United Nations agenda. The 

m essage w as clear: that although the Irish governm ent m ight not approve o f  the policies 

o f  the South A frican governm ent, political approval or disapproval was not going to be 

allowed to interfere with the prom otion o f  Irish trade or its econom ic interests.

In January 1961 A iken agreed that Ireland ‘should be prepared to accep t’ a 

m ission from the South A frican High C om m ission in London, aim ed at increasing trade 

between the tw o states.'*^ The talks that took place the follow ing June were o f  less 

interest than the preparations that surrounded them . The DEA provided each Irish 

official w ith a briefing m em orandum  outlining its attitude to apartheid, the content o f  

which highlighted the uneasy relationship between rhetoric and practical action at a 

time when the leading role o f  the m oderate states was being altered drastically at the 

United N ations. The docum ent struck a careful balance between the governm ent’s 

abhorrence o f  the system and its desire to pursue its policy o f  constructive engagem ent. 

A ‘fundam entally and intrinsically ev il’ system, apartheid was portrayed as ‘abhorrent 

to the overw helm ing m ajority o f  nat ions’. T h e  Irish delegation at the UN had ‘not 

attacked A partheid solely on the ground that it is contrary to the C harter o f  the United 

Nations but as a violation o f  hum an rights that are anterior and superior to all hum an 

law including the C harter’.

Irish officials carried these convictions to the negotiations. A t a lunch to m ark 

the delegation’s visit C rem in told one o f  the South A frican officials o f  the 

im probability that ‘anyone in Ireland w ould be prepared to accept apartheid in the form 

in w hich it was presented’."̂  ̂ He believed it ‘one thing to practice given policies but 

quite another to erect these policies into dogm a or a doctrine, w hich seemed to me a

Cremin to Whitaker, M cCarthy, and N agle , 28 Jan. 1961, N A I DT SI4851 B /61. 
DEA m emorandum  on apartheid, 1 June 1961, N A I DFA 3 0 5 /9 4  IV.
Ibid.
N ote by Crem in, 16 June 1961, ibid.

89



serious m istake on the part o f  the South African G overnm ent’. C r e m i n ’s com m ents 

and the em phasis on dialogue were indicative o f  the Irish governm ent’s constructive 

approach. The briefing docum ent told Irish officials o f  its desire ‘to maintain friendly 

relations w ith South A frica with which it has m any fies, and to which m any Irish 

nationals, including in particular m issionaries, have em igrated’. T h e  Irish governm ent 

looked for ‘som e sign on the part o f  the G overnm ent o f  South A frica that it is prepared 

to revise its racial policies and concede elem entary justice to its coloured citizens’.^  ̂ It 

w orked to encourage reform  from within and to engage the South A fricans in dialogue, 

in the hope o f  finding a constructive solution that w ould m atch its desire to lessen racial 

disharm ony on the continent. In the interim, it was reluctant to do anything that w ould 

adversely affect the drive to find new and expanding m arkets for Irish exports. Even the 

recognition that black South A fricans worked in ‘servile and ill-rewarded jo b s ’ did not 

appear to be reason enough to discourage an increase in trade between the two states.^° 

At the United N ations, it balanced its opinion o f  apartheid as ‘unnatural and 

anachronistic’ with a b elief that a peaceful solution ‘would be only as a result o f  a 

relatively prolonged evolutionary process’.^' In a changing international environm ent, 

this preference for constructive, deliberated reform put it at odds with the m ore radical 

intentions o f  the Afro-A sian group. During the debate on South W est A frica at the 

Fourth C om m ittee in D ecem ber 1960, Kennedy w arned against an A fro-Asian dem and 

that the Com m ittee on South W est A frica travel to the territory to report on the situation 

there. Such action, he argued, w ent against the term s o f  reference o f  the com m ittee and, 

in any case, was likely to be m et with the outright refusal o f  the South African 

governm ent to issue travel docum ents to the area. The Irish governm ent preferred to 

aw ait the outcom e o f  the case brought against South A frica by the governm ents o f  

E thiopia and Liberia in the International Court o f  Justice earlier that year. Any attem pt 

to declare an end to South A frica’s m andate before the court reached its ruling would 

only interfere with that process and went against the principle o f  international law.
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The view s Kennedy expressed were attacked by the A fro-A sian states and 

others w ho, to  him , ‘seemed to be less interested in the appropriateness or not o f  the 

resolution than in finding some further m ethod o f  attacking the U nion Governm ent, 

whether or not the Organisation should suffer in the process’. T h e  Venezuelan 

delegate accused Kennedy o f  bringing ‘a breath o f  the Cold W ar’ to the debate; this 

was surprising, he added, since ‘Ireland had been one o f  the true cham pions fighting to 

keep the Cold W ar out o f  the debates o f  the Fourth Commi t t ee’. T h e  tensions 

between the Irish view o f  that organisation and those o f  the A fro-A sian group were 

readily apparent in K ennedy’s reply. He rejected the Venezuelan delegate’s charge and 

em phasised instead that his delegation’s ‘sole aim was to prom ote the w elfare o f  the 

indigenous inhabitants and to further the interests o f  the United Nat ions’. T h e  certain 

South A frican rejection o f  the com m ittee’s right to visit South W est Africa, he had 

earlier stated, w ould inevitably lead to disturbances ‘as bloody as those at W indhoek on 

10 D ecem ber 1959’.^  ̂ In the sum m er o f  1961, the Irish delegation refused to travel 

with the com m ittee to South W est Africa, citing its ‘well know n’ staffing difficulties to 

excuse it from participation.^^ Though its reasoning was valid in som e respects -  

K ennedy’s appointm ent as Irish A m bassador to N igeria left the delegation with no 

representative on the Fourth C om m ittee for a period -  it was m ade with the political 

im plications in mind.  Kennedy view ed the trip as ‘a political ploy w ith no relation to 

conditions in South W est [Africa] and in flagrant violation o f  [the] w ishes o f  petitioners 

here who feel that exclusion o f  [the] com m ittee from [the] territory will strengthen [the] 

hand o f  [the] U nion’

K ennedy w as not alone in his attitude. In voting with Ireland, the delegates o f  

Austria, C anada, Finland and the N etherlands viewed the visit in sim ilarly pragm atic 

terms, though Denm ark, N orw ay and Sweden all found reason to  support the visit. The 

visible d ifference from Ireland’s early years at the United Nations lay in the m ethods 

adopted by the Afro-A sian group to  achieve what were, in essence, the same goals. The
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Irish delegation’s policies changed little. Tadhg O ’Sullivan’s address to the com m ittee 

on 4 D ecem ber 1961 re-stated its ‘energetic’ opposition to South A frican policies for 

their infringem ent o f  basic principles ‘which his country held dear: the legitim ate 

aspirations o f  all subject peoples to  freedom , racial equality, religious tolerance and the 

fundam ental rights o f  m an’.^  ̂ Ireland’s history made it particularly conscious o f  the 

goals o f  African nationalism . It was a ‘source o f  deep regret’ that the South African 

governm ent had adopted the apartheid policies, but, he continued, he hoped that ‘the 

m ovem ent would continue peacefully to its inevitable conclusion, nam ely the end o f  the 

colonial system and the em ergence o f  A frica as the ruler o f  its own destin ies’. T h e  

A fro-A sian g roup’s continued prom otion o f  resolutions that w ere judged  to ignore the 

realities o f  the situation in the region continued to exasperate the Irish delegation. 

O ’Sullivan reiterated his belief that it was ‘a m istake to ask the United N ations or any 

o f  its organs to perform  an obviously im possible task or a task w hich could be carried 

out only through the use o f  force’.

With its references to Ireland’s colonial and C hristian heritage, the prim acy o f 

the United N ations and international law, and its advocacy o f  constructive engagem ent 

and progressive reform , O ’Sullivan’s speech captured the basic thrust o f  Irish foreign 

policy. Its undercurrent o f  frustration w as borne out in its lim ited success in winning 

African support to its cause. On 7 D ecem ber 1961, with the debate still ongoing, 

O ’Sullivan told the Fourth C om m ittee that w hile his delegation ‘w ould support any 

m easure calculated to bring tangible progress . ..  It w ould not support a 

recom m endation m erely in order to show that it was on the side o f  the angels. 

Boland com m ented that the question was ‘charged with em otion. C onstructive 

suggestions are viewed am iss by the extrem ists so no m atter how  fruitfully the new 

com m ittee w orks, its recom m endations are unlikely to m eet w ith general 

approbation.’^̂  W ith A iken’s agreem ent that Ireland had done its share on the 

C om m ittee on South W est A frica and should ‘disengage ourselves quietly from this
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group’, t h e  follow ing February the Irish delegation refused a request to renew  its term 

on the com m ittee.

S o u t h e r n  R h o d e s ia  a t  t h e  U n it e d  N a t io n s

The attitudes o f  the Afro-A sian group continued to tax Irish patience. In February 1962 

the Irish delegation supported a ‘com paratively mild but firm ’ resolution on Angola at 

the General A s s e m b l y , w h i c h  re-affirm ed the right o f  the Angolan people to self- 

determ ination, having rejected an earlier Afro-A sian resolution as ‘much too strong for 

us to support ’. T h e  sam e m onth, it w as faced w ith a new question to test its 

com m itm ent when the A fro-A sian group placed a draft resolution before the Fourth 

Com m ittee to ask the new Com m ittee o f  Seventeen (constituted to deal with colonial 

questions) w hether Southern R hodesia had attained a full m easure o f  self-governm ent. 

The resulting policies illustrated the essential fluidity o f  the Irish governm ent’s 

approach in reconciling what B hreatnach described as ‘tw o apparently disparate 

objectives: m oderate independence [o f action] on colonial issues in the United N ations 

and easy bilateral relations with a waning imperial pow er’

The British governm ent was adam ant that Southern Rhodesia w as already a 

self-governing territory, having attained that status in 1923. On 6 February 1962, 

George Crom bie o f  the British Em bassy called to see Sean Ronan at Iveagh House to 

state his governm ent’s be lie f that the United N ations had no authority to ask for such 

inform ation. Ronan agreed that the A fro-A sian group’s attitude was ‘a bit th ick ’ and 

prom ised to obtain the opinion o f  the Irish delegation on the question.®* The latter’s 

response was consistent with its status w ithin the changing United N ations. Tadhg 

O ’Sullivan supported the British perspective, ‘as all W estern and m iddle-of-the-road 

delegations appear to be doing’. H e  felt that the inquiry w ould ‘have no useful effect’, 

and m ight rather lead to the adoption o f  a more extrem ist position by the Southern 

Rhodesian government.™  C rem in agreed: w hile Southern Rhodesia was ‘not being run
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as it should be’, the British governm ent should be given time to reform the Central 

African Federation to give a greater voice to the African m a jo rity / ' A iken, by contrast, 

w as ‘som ewhat doubtful’ about the w isdom  o f  opposing the reso lu tion /^  He was 

concerned that the Irish vote should not be ‘associated with opposition to the United
n ' l

N ations,’ by blocking its role in furthering the cause o f  self-determ ination. A 

discussion with Boland altered his opinion som ewhat. A iken accepted that there was 

‘no good legal case’ in favour o f  the resolution, as the British argued, but recom m ended 

that Ireland explain its vote, pointing out its belief that the United Nations, to retain its 

efficacy, should ‘not w aste tim e and energy in enquiring into m atters w hich are 

perfectly obvious’. '̂'

In taking this position, the Irish delegation showed itself w illing to assist its 

im perial neighbours. Its self-evident pragm atism , however, could not obscure the 

independence o f  judgem ent that remained. The Irish delegation was alone am ong 

W estern states in not voting against the resolution, though as Crom bie noted, ‘they did 

at least abstain’.’  ̂ A oife Bhreatnach has accorded Boland a crucial role in this 

p r o c e s s .B o la n d  was certainly central in persuading Aiken o f  the legality o f  B ritain’s 

claim  and strongly advocated voting against the resolution, but with the British 

resigned to losing the vote, and the votes o f  Norway and others w aning, he changed his 

approach.^’ Abstention offered p ro o f to the A fro-A sian group o f  the Irish delegation’s
78‘freedom  o f  action and our w illingness to take an independent line’. It was the 

responsibility o f  moderate states like Ireland to use their influence to win over the 

group to support the United Nations; ‘unless the activities o f  the powerful A fro-A sian 

bloc can som ehow or other be kept w ithin the bounds o f  reason, serious harm to the 

United N ations may result’.

Bhreatnach’s convincing deconstruction o f  the diplom atic background to the 

Irish position ignored one m inor but significant factor shaping Irish attitudes. Southern
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Rhodesia w as hom e to alm ost tw o hundred Irish m issionaries, and the outspoken Irish- 

born Bishop Donal Lam ont o f  Um tali diocese in the east o f  the country captured the 

Irish governm ent’s attention. L am ont’s pastorals and serm ons openly expressed his 

dissatisfaction that ‘[e]ven in the life o f  the Church the African seemed to be regarded 

patronisingly and as a second-class me mber ’. O n  16 February 1962, while Irish 

officials debated their position on the Rhodesia resolution, Lam ont was guest o f  honour 

at a dinner in D ublin’s Russell H otel, hosted by A iken. In conversation with Crem in, 

Lam ont rem arked on ‘the anom alies in the position o f  the Rhodesian Federation which 

is, perhaps, m ore than half-w ay tow ards being an independent m em ber o f  the
o  1

C om m onw ealth’. His com m ents can only have persuaded the DBA further o f  the 

m erits o f  the British legal case. Lam ont was certainly viewed in high regard by Irish 

officials. W hen Boland and Tadhg O ’Sullivan m et him  in N ew Y ork in May 1962, the 

form er found Lam ont ‘m ost en ligh ten ing’.*̂  An Irish clergym an with first-hand 

experience o f  Southern Rhodesian society, Lam ont could not have failed to influence 

the Irish position.

A t the United N ations, the Irish delegation continued to clash with the Afro- 

Asian group over the latter’s disregard for the structures o f  that organisation. In early 

June 1962, it voted against the inclusion o f  the Southern Rhodesian issue on the agenda 

for the resum ed General A ssem bly (re-convened to deal with the situation in Ruanda- 

Urundi) on the grounds that it served ‘to denigrate the im portance o f  the regular session
83o f the A ssem bly’. In his explanation o f  the Irish vote, Boland m ade it clear that 

Ireland recognised the ‘great im portance’ o f  the issue but could not regard that ‘as 

constituting a good reason for taking up the question now ’, instead o f  at the follow ing 

autum n’s session.*'* It had little effect. The A fro-A sian group carried the vote and 

included a draft resolution on the proceedings o f  the General A ssem bly which called on 

Britain to convene a constitutional conference in Southern Rhodesia. The issue becam e 

a ‘prim arily politica l’ one, as to w hether the Irish governm ent w ould accede to a strong
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request from the British governm ent for support.*^ Aiken w as inclined to believe it 

should. W hen Crom bie met Ronan on 21 June 1962, the latter inform ed him that the 

Irish delegation’s ‘im m ediate inclination would be to vote against’ an A fro-Asian 

resolution.*^ The DEA felt that the position had changed enough since February to 

ju stify  the Irish delegation taking a stand alongside its W estern counterparts, w ithout 

‘any serious repercussions’ am ong the A fro-A sian g r o u p . I t s  final vote o f  abstention 

was a further reflection o f  British influence, based as it was on C rom bie’s advice that 

B ritain’s friends ‘could help us better by abstain ing’.**

In the Dail Noel Browne condem ned the vote as ‘m onstrous. We are now on the
89side o f  the white colonists.’ The pragm atism  o f  the D E A ’s assessm ent, however, 

could not obscure A iken’s strong be lie f that ‘the new [Southern Rhodesian] 

Constitution is not as liberal as enlightened thinking today would require’, or his fear 

that to im plem ent it w ould result in entrenching pow er in the hands o f  the white 

m inority t h e r e . N o r  did British activities allay his fears that the situation would 

deteriorate unless efforts were made by Britain to alter the situation while it was still in 

a position o f  influence.*^' In his m eeting with British A m bassador Ian M aclennan on 30 

August 1962, A iken suggested that the British governm ent postpone the operation o f  

the new constitution and call a conference to draw up a docum ent which would give 

m ore representation to A f r ic a n s .M a c le n n a n  felt that A iken’s experience o f  A frica in 

the previous ten years had convinced him o f  the need for gradual reform ; ‘he knows 

enough about the situation in Southern Rhodesia to realise that “one man one vote” and 

African predom inance next year is not practical pol i t ics’. H i s  proposal appeared quite 

sim ilar to that o f  the A fro-A sian resolution on which the Irish delegation had abstained 

in June. It aim ed at encouraging the British to adopt reform s in Southern R hodesia that 

would placate the A fro-A sians or at least provide som e evidence that Britain was 

m oving in the direction o f  an acceptable settlement.
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A iken rem ained concerned that the A fro-A sian group w ould not be convinced 

o f  the m erits o f  w orking w ithin the structures o f  the United N ations. In a m eeting with 

Joseph Sw eeney o f  the Am erican Em bassy, A iken expressed his fear that w ithout 

evidence o f  B ritish reform , there w as increased risk o f  a resolution at the following 

General A ssem bly being introduced in ‘harsh and intem perate te rm s’. F a i l i n g  that, the 

situation had potentially serious consequences, he later told British officials at the 

United N ations, including the possibility that Southern R hodesia m ight turn into 

another Algeria.^^ True to the role he defined for Ireland in previous years, A iken was 

determ ined that his delegation should use its pow ers to fmd a solution. He felt it 

‘essential that som e action should be taken if  there was to be any progress tow ards 

constitutional developm ent on equitable lines,’ and that Ireland should be prepared to 

intervene in both Plenary and the Fourth C om m ittee d e b a te s .T h e  results w ere a good 

indication o f  Ireland’s standing in the United Nations in O ctober 1962. In spite o f  the 

British attitude tow ards the Irish policy being ‘com pletely negat ive’, t h e  m oderate 

states still exerted an influence, ‘how ever lim ited’, at the U nited N ations.’’  ̂ In the 

corridors o f  the organisation in N ew Y ork, Irish officials worked with other m oderates 

-  Australia, C anada, D enm ark, Finland, N etherlands, N ew Zealand, Norw ay, and 

Sweden -  to find a draft resolution which w ould deprive the British o f  the abstentions it 

usually relied upon and isolate them.^^

The hope w as that in doing so it m ight m oderate the dem ands o f  the A fro-A sian 

group and offer an alternative for them  to follow. In an effort to find some solution that 

would avoid Ireland being placed in a position ‘where our attitude w ould be 

indistinguishable from support o f  British pol i cy’, A i k e n  recom m ended that Ireland 

support som e m oderate resolution introduced at the United N ations, broadly based on 

the opinion they had canvassed. He w anted to ‘dem onstrate that w e support the rights 

o f  the African population, even i f  we do not agree with a resolution on dogm atic pan-
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1962, NAI DFA 305/357/1 Pt II.

Note by Boland regarding meeting on 11 October between Mr Godber and Sir Patrick Dean o f  the 
British Permanent Mission to the United Nations, and Boland and Aiken, note dated 16 Oct. 1962, ibid.

Tadhg O’Sullivan to sec. DEA, 11 Oct. 1962, ibid.
Ibid.
Bhreatnach, ‘Friend o f  the colonial powers?’, p. 197.
Tadhg O ’Sullivan to sec. DEA, 11 Oct. 1962, NAI DFA 305/357/1 Pt 11.
Ibid.

97



African l ines’. L e m a s s  was m ore reticent. His response defined clear boundaries to 

the pursuit o f  Irish independence at the United N ations. By co-sponsoring a resolution 

on Southern Rhodesia, Lem ass argued, the Irish delegation w ould inevitably give 

offence to Britain, a consequence he w ished to avoid. Lem ass felt that the question was 

not one o f  sufficient note to justify  ‘a frontal attack on the B ritish posi t ion’. H e  

criticised the approach o f  the Canadian and United States delegations who, he felt, used 

m oderates like Ireland ‘to shoulder a responsibility those G overnm ents are not prepared
103to assum e’.

In the end, the attem pt to introduce a m oderate resolution failed ‘largely because 

[the Irish] delegation was not prepared to lead such an initiative’. T h e  final position 

it took was a com prom ise between L em ass’s desire to m aintain good relations with 

Britain and A iken’s desire to uphold Irish principles. A bandoning its leading role in 

fram ing an alternative resolution, the Irish delegation voted in favour o f  the Afro-A sian 

resolution, with a statem ent m aking clear its reservations. This allow ed it to express its 

disappointm ent at British attitudes, its support for African self-determ ination, and its 

fears o f  the im m ediate consequences, w hile also em phasising its com m itm ent to 

constructive reform . The approach won favour from the British, who ‘prom ised to 

consider the suggestions m ade in it’, ”^̂  and the A fro-A sian group, who ‘attached 

considerable value’ to Ireland’s approach.''*^

A f r o - A s ia n  Ra d i c a l i s m  a n d  I r is h  F o r e ig n  P o l ic y

At the same tim e, the Irish delegation openly recognised the limits to its actions. Tadhg 

O ’Sullivan com m ented in N ovem ber 1962 that ‘[a]t the present stage o f  the anti

colonial m ovem ent in the United N ations, the opportunities for any kind o f  m ediation 

by m iddle-of-the-road delegations are extrem ely lim ited’.'*’̂  The delegation declined 

then to participate in the debate on South W est A frica since its previous experience led
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] 08it to believe that it could not ‘exert any useful influence’ in the m atter. Earlier that 

autum n, for the first tim e since it co-sponsored the 1957 resolution, the Irish delegation 

had not been invited by the A fro-A sian group to co-sponsor the inscription o f  apartheid 

on the agenda for the com ing session o f  the General A ssem bly. To Boland it was ‘a 

further indication that the A fro-A sian bloc are confident o f  being able to carry their 

own proposals in the United N ations w ithout the help o f  independent states belonging 

to other groups’.'®  ̂ The reality can only have disappointed A iken. The decolonisation 

process had reached its ‘hard core’ in southern Africa, causing a v isible difference in 

approach between the m oderate pow ers and the A fro-A sian group. In rem oving the 

relatively straightforw ard questions o f  decolonisation, it exposed the Irish 

governm ent’s m ulti-layered approach. It was com m itted to the principle o f  self- 

determ ination, the U nited N ations, and to successful decolonisation, but at the same 

tim e recognised the necessity to account for its own role and relationship with the 

W estern states.

Its com m itm ent to constructive reform  did m ost to distance Ireland from the 

Afro-A sian group. The latter’s perception o f  Ireland challenged the Irish governm ent’s 

carefully constructed im age o f  its role in the developing world. The A fro-A sian states 

were m ore inclined, Tadhg O ’Sullivan observed with typical forthrightness in 

N ovem ber 1962, to regard the Irish governm ent ‘as being in the sphere o f  W estern 

influence w here colonial m atters are concerned’. T h e  N ordic states faced similar 

difficulties. In Septem ber 1963 a m eeting o f  Nordic Foreign M inisters in Stockholm 

adopted what becam e known as the ‘N ordic initiative’ on South Africa, an attem pt at 

finding a constructive solution to the problem  o f  apartheid through negotiation. Its 

central tenets bore a striking resem blance to what Tadhg O ’Sullivan described as the 

Irish governm ent’s attem pt ‘to exam ine international problem s in an objective spirit and 

to appraise them honestly, and its sym pathy with the ju s t aspirations o f  the peoples o f 

A frica did not prevent it from looking at both sides o f  the question and taking into 

account all the factors known to it’. " ’ Introducing the plan to the United N ations later 

that m onth, Danish Foreign M inister Per Haskkerup told the M em ber States that they

Tadhg O’Sullivan to sec. DEA, 23 Nov. 1962, N A l DFA 2000/14/262.
Boland to sec. DEA, 20 Aug. 1962, NAl DFA 305/94 V Pt I.
Tadhg O’Sullivan to sec. DEA, 7 Nov. 1962, NAl DFA 305/357/1 Pt 11.
Tadhg O’Sullivan, UNGA Fourth Committee, 29 Oct. 1962, UNORGA, A/C.4/SR.1364.
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m ust face the fact that the great m ajority o f  the European population in 
South A frica w rongly assum e that abandonm ent o f  white dom ination 
m eans abandonm ent o f  their own existence. It is our duty to prove to 
them  that this is not so ...  [I]t is high tim e for the [General] A ssem bly 
to give thought to the positive policy to be pursued in South A frica and
to the role w hich the United N ations should play in com ing

112developm ents.

The speech was w idely m isinterpreted and it led to a loss o f  prestige with the 

A fro-A sians but only reiterated the close correlation between Irish policies and those o f  

the N ordic states. They shared a belief articulated more recently by Christian Reus- 

Smith that state actors ‘are inherently social, that their identities and interests are
113socially constructed, the products o f  inter-subjective social structures’. The United 

Nations and other international bodies offered an opportunity to im press on South 

A frica and Portugal the values o f  that system. That approach was in m arked contrast to 

the attitude o f  the A fro-A sian group. The latter argued that the ejection o f  Portugal and 

South A frica from the U nited N ations would serve as ‘effective exclusion from the 

world com m unity at large’."'* In South A frica’s case in particular, such action would 

have the effect o f  isolating it from the place in the world com m unity it craved, and 

force it to m oderate its policies to gain acceptance and re-entry to the international 

system. The Irish held the opposite to be true; to expel South A frica ‘w ould serve no 

purpose w hatsoever ... I f  it w ere ostracised, it w ould pay little attention, but continue to 

w ork in deluded self-righteousness. It w ould be far better to allow the links w ith the 

outside w orld to be m aintained, so that public opinion in South A frica can at least be 

m ade aw are o f  w hat is thought elsew here.’ "^ The Irish governm ent argued that 

expulsion w ould rem ove any opportunity for moral persuasion; instead, it w ould serve 

to drive the state further into the arm s o f  apartheid. It was a ‘final step. Once we have 

taken that step, we have, so to speak, shot our bo lt.’ "^

Quoted in Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. /, p. 198.
Christian Reus-Smit, ‘Constructivism’, in Scott Burchill, Andrew Linklater, Richard Devetak, Jack 

Donnelly, Matthew Paterson, Christian Reus-Smit and Jacqui True, Theories o f  international relations 
(3'‘‘ ed., London, 2005), p. 193.

All A. Mazrui, ‘The United Nations and some African political dXi\{\xAts\ International Organization, 
Vol. 18, No. 3 (Summer 1964), p. 507.

‘Using the boycott’, The Irish Times, 31 July 1963.
‘Text o f  intervention by Mr T.J. Horan, Representative o f  Ireland, in the Debate in the Special 

Political Committee on 3 October 1962, on Afro-Asian resolution on apartheid’, NAl DFA 305/94 V 
Ptl .
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The lessons o f  the League o f  N ations and the inability o f  the international 

com m unity to control those outside that organisation undoubtedly informed Irish 

thinking. That experience w as even m ore in evidence in the m oderates’ attitude to 

econom ic sanctions. The Irish governm ent felt that the application o f  sanctions on 

Portugal and South A frica w ould have the effect o f  uniting all internal forces and 

strengthening intransigence. It did not oppose econom ic sanctions in principle, but felt 

that the decision should ‘give fiill w eight to all circum stances o f  a particular problem  in 

so far as w e know them ,’ including the effect o f  sanctions on the populations they w ere 

supposed to assist."^  The Irish governm ent opposed any arrangem ents which were not 

in accordance with the term s o f  the UN C harter and the structure o f  that organisation. 

The adoption o f  sanctions by the General A ssem bly was ‘not legally binding’ and had 

‘m erely the force o f  recom m endations’."*  As a result, the Irish governm ent excused 

itse lf from com plying w ith any General A ssem bly recom m endation ‘to which it had 

expressly objected before it had been adopted’."^  It followed that when the Security 

Council acted, as it did on 31 July 1963, to order all m em ber states to avoid giving any 

assistance to the Portuguese adm inistration which would aid it in continuing its 

repressive actions in A frica, including the sale o f  arm s intended for that purpose, the 

Irish governm ent readily and easily accepted the decision.

The Irish policy on sanctions was again o f  one mind w ith the Nordic states: the

latter believed that sanctions were m eaningless w ithout the co-operation o f  South
1 “yoA frica’s m ajor trading partners, G reat Britain, the United States, and France. 

Swedish Foreign M inister Torsten N ilsson told the Swedish parliam ent in D ecem ber 

1963 that his governm ent did not want ‘to have a re-echo o f  w hat happened in the 

thirties, when the League o f  N ations m ade a half-hearted attem pt to intervene in the 

crisis in Ethiopia and achieved as its only result a falling-off in its own prestige . ..  we 

do not w ant the w orld organisation to lose its ability to bring a positive influence to
1 “7 1bear on events’. N ilsson’s statem ent reiterated his governm ent’s support for the 

United N ations’ prim ary role in the solution o f  conflict. In spite o f  the financial and

Tadhg O’Sullivan to Ronan, 21 Jan. 1963, N A l DFA 2001/43/115.
Boland to Cremin, 19 Nov. 1962, N A l DFA 305/94 V Pt 1.

"’ ibid.
Morgenstieme, Denmark and southern Africa, pp. 22-3; Eriksen, ‘Origins o f  a special relationship’, 

pp. 26-7; Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. I, p. 197.
Quoted in Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. / , p. 197.
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political assistance it later offered to liberation movements in southern Africa, the 

Swedish government continued to reject unilateral sanctions. It was not until 1979 that 

it introduced an investment ban on South Africa and 1987 when it introduced unilateral 

sanctions on the apartheid regime.

T h e  B ir t h  o f  t h e  I r i s h  A n t i - A p a r t h e i d  M o v e m e n t

The fundamental difference between Ireland and the Nordic states lay in the public 

interaction with the policy-making process. Apart from the short-lived interest in the 

Congo that centred mainly on the Irish troops’ activities -  without any detailed 

exploration o f the politics o f the crisis -  the Irish public displayed little interest in 

foreign affairs. It advanced little from what British Ambassador Alexander Clutterbuck

described in April 1956 as ‘the tendency o f the Southern Irish to let the world go by
122except for an occasional glance’. In the spring o f 1959, Studies published an article 

by Michael MacDonagh, damning in its appraisal o f Irish attitudes to foreign affairs. 

The Irish people, MacDonagh argued, had ‘hardly begun yet to think constructively 

about our external relations ... our outlook now is essentially isolationist’.'^^ His 

criticisms were echoed in June 1959 by Patrick Lynch, who warned the inaugural 

meeting o f the Irish United Nations Association that there had been ‘too little’ 

discussion o f foreign affairs in I r e l a n d . T h e  attempt to stimulate public interest in a 

boycott South Africa campaign in 1960 provided a good indication o f Irish attitudes. 

Organised primarily by South African and Irish students, the campaign was set up in 

January 1960 as a response to the AN C’s call to boycott South African goods, but its 

success was limited to a handful o f  parliamentary questions tabled by Noel Browne, a 

resolution by the Union o f Students in Ireland (USI) and a small march through Dublin 

on 10 February 1960. The call to ‘reject South African goods and help eject apartheid’ 

fell mainly on deaf ears.'^^

Even the ‘impetus’ given to the campaign by the Sharpeville massacres in 

March 1960 was severely l i m i t e d . T h e  extensive media coverage and general

Clutterbuck to H om e, 13 April 1956, N A U K  DO 35/10625 .
M ichael M acD onagh, ‘Ireland’s attitude to foreign affairs’, Studies, V ol. 48 (19 5 9 ), p. 78.
Q uoted in ‘R ole o f  the sm aller nations in U N ’, The Irish Tim es, 1 July 1959.
‘Protest march against apartheid’, The Irish Tim es, 11 Feb. 1960.
Scher, ‘A history o f  the lA A M ’, p. 137.

102



indignation was not enough to transform  public interest into organised protest, in 

m arked contrast to its effect elsew here in Europe. In Denm ark the event was ‘the 

turning point for public aw areness o f  the political situation in Southern A frica,’ causing 

a w idespread consum er reaction and leading som e m ajor superm arket chains to boycott
127South A frican goods. !n Sw eden, the events instituted a reassessm ent o f  the state’s 

engagem ent with the outside world, causing its political parties to em brace international 

issues in a w ay they had only done to a lim ited extent before.'^* In Norw ay, several 

buildings, including the headquarters o f  the N orw egian M issionary Society, flew their 

flags at half-m ast in honour o f  the dead.'^^ In Britain the m assacre inspired the 

m em bers o f  the boycott m ovem ent to transform  their group into the Anti-A partheid 

M ovement.

In each case the activists capitalised on the groundsw ell o f  public support to 

turn it to political advantage. Political parties in the Nordic states becam e involved with 

southern African issues and helped to shape the future structure o f  policy. The 

Norw egian Confederation o f  T rade U nions called for consum ers to support a four- 

month (M ay to A ugust 1960) boycott o f  South African fruit, vegetables, w ine and 

brandy, w hich led to a 95%  reduction in im ports from the same period in 1959.'^’ The 

consum er solidarity m ovem ent in Sw eden forced the governm ent to introduce 

education scholarships to refugee students from southern A frica from 1964.'^^ In 

Denmark, youth and student organisations becam e central to organising popular protest 

against apartheid and criticism  o f  governm ent policies.

F in land’s response to the situation in southern A frica offered a m ore instructive 

com parison to Ireland’s. Finland jo ined  the United Nations at the sam e time as Ireland 

and relied predom inantly on m issionary activity (Lutheran in its case -  based mainly in 

South W est A frica) for its links w ith the region. There was little discussion o f  foreign 

policy until the 1960s, and w hat little existed w as limited to ‘small leftist or ultra-

Morgenstierne, Denmark and southern Africa, p. 19.
Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. I, pp. 58-62.
Eriksen, ‘Origins o f  a special relationship’, p. 16.
Christabel Gurney, ‘“A great cause”: the origins o f  the Anti-Apartheid Movement, June 1959 -  March 

\960 ', Journal o f  Southern African S tu d ie s ,V o \.26,1^0. 1 (March 2000), pp. 123-144.
Vesla Vetiesen, ‘Trade Union support to the struggle against apartheid; the role o f  the Norwegian 

Confederation o f  Trade Unions’, in Tore Linne Eriksen (ed.), Norway and national liberation in southern  
Africa (Uppsala, 2000), p. 326.

Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. I, pp. 70-2.
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133 •rightist periodicals’. Little support or solidarity existed with the developing world, 

even in the early 1960s. It was not until a new generation o f Finnish youth began to 

embrace a growing radicalism, influenced by activities abroad, that Finnish society took 

note o f events in southern Africa. The Committee o f 100, a student peace movement set 

up in August 1963, and the South African Committee, a short-lived group created in the 

spring o f 1965, offered focus and leadership. Their slow success echoed the situation in 

Ireland. There were those like Noel Browne and the Labour and trade union officials 

who were involved in the boycott campaign to awaken public opinion to the effects of 

apartheid, but it was ‘not then the household word that it later became’.' '̂* Foreign 

policy more generally, particularly under Aiken, relied on the input o f  a small number 

o f  officials, with limited interaction with the executive and legislative levels of 

government, not to mind organised public influence. Donald Leon’s 1963 analysis o f 

advisory committees in Irish government described an extremely low level of 

interaction on external affairs, limited to the relatively minor matters o f cultural 

relations and scholarship e x c h a n g e . I t  was left to the British A AM to exert pressure 

on the Irish government on issues relating to southern Africa.

It took a combination o f forces -  the impetus provided by enthusiastic 

individuals, and the coverage afforded to one event -  to transform the situation. The 

individuals were Kader Asmal, a South African o f Indian descent, and his British wife 

Louise, who arrived from Britain in 1963 when Kader accepted a post as lecturer in law 

at Trinity College, Dublin. They came with a strong background in protest. Kader was 

one o f the founding members o f the boycott movement and the Anti-Apartheid 

Movement (AAM) in Britain, and a member o f the ANC. Louise, too, had been 

involved in the organisation o f  the British AAM. In November 1963, during Kader’s 

first term at TCD, he helped to organise ‘an ad hoc meeting’ addressed by Arthur 

Goldreich, who had escaped from a South African prison just over a month 

p r e v i o u s l y . T h e  Graduates Memorial Building, TCD, ‘failed to hold’ the numbers

Soiri and Peltola, F in land  a n d  sou thern  A frica, p. 14.
Scher, ‘A history o f  the lA A M ’, p. 137.
Donald E. Leon, A d v iso ry  bod ies in Irish governm en t (D ublin , 1963), p. 151.
There are various exam ples o f  letters sent by the British A A M  in N A I DFA 3 0 5 /9 4  V Pt II, and N A l 

DFA 3 05 /94  VI.
Interview with Kader Asm al, Cape Tow n, 19 April 2006 (interview  conducted by Thom as Alberts 

using a set o f  questions supplied by author).
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w ho w ished to a t t e n d . S t u d e n t s  handed out leaflets and collected m oney for the 

W orld Cam paign for the Release o f  South African Prisoners. Its proceedings provided a 

platform  for an Irish m ovem ent against apartheid. Barry D esm ond o f  the Irish Congress 

o f  Trade U nions (ICTU ) offered trade union solidarity with the oppressed workers o f  

South A frica. Fianna Fail TD  G eorge Colley offered som ething equally as important: 

the historical link so openly in evidence in the governm ent’s foreign policy. The Irish 

people, he told the assem bled, had ‘an historical m em ory w hich gives us a sense o f 

brotherhood w ith new nations ...  The Irish people abhor apartheid not only because o f 

the hum an suffering it entails but because it is a breach o f  the natural law im planted in 

every m an’s heart by G od .’ '"’̂

W orldw ide m edia interest in the Rivonia trial o f  N elson M andela and nine other 

ANC m em bers charged o f  planning sabotage and guerrilla w arfare and eliciting 

com m unist support for their actions, provided the focal point for the next move. Those 

involved in the N ovem ber m eeting capitalised on public interest in the trial and on 20 

April 1964 the lAAM  was launched at a press conference in Dublin. Its aim , according 

to one o f  its m em bers, w as to educate the Irish people about the reality o f  South Africa, 

‘the fact that it is a living hell.’*'̂  ̂ Two days later, on 22 April, the lAAM  held its first 

public m eeting in the M ansion House, ‘in support o f  United N ations Resolutions and 

action on South A frica and C hristian Action Defence and Aid Fund for the re lie f o f  

victim s o f  apartheid’.'"" A m idst ‘sporadic bursts o f  heckl ing’, t h e  broad range o f  

speakers -  including M ichael Harmel (a South African C om m unist Party m em ber o f  

Irish descent), Ruth First (a South African journalis t recently released from solitary 

confinem ent). Senator D.F. M urphy (V ice-President o f  ICTU), Barry D esm ond, and the 

w riter Gabriel Fallon -  offered a successful launching pad for the m ovem ent, not least 

the £121 collected from the audience o f  over 400 for the anti-apartheid cause. By early

‘Apartheid policy condemned: Dublin meeting addressed by escaped African’, The Irish Times, 2 
N ov. 1963.

Quoted in ‘South African artist slates Dr Verwoerd’, Irish P ress, 2 Nov. 1963.
'''° ‘Anti-Apartheid body launched: notable Irish sponsors’, The Irish Times, 21 April 1964.

Leaflet, ‘Anti-Apartheid Movement Public Meeting: South Africa -  Act N ow !’, undated [April 1964], 
UCDA Barry Desmond Papers (hereafter Desmond Papers) P221. Note that these papers are as yet 
unsorted. My thanks to Barry Desmond and Seamus Helferty o f  the UCDA for permission to consult 
them.

‘Dublin appeal to boycott S. African goods’. The Irish Times, 23 April 1964.
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June 1964 the m ovem ent had som e 65 paid-up members,''*^ and had begun to lay the 

basis for the kind o f  broad-based m ovem ent that w ould capture the support o f  a large 

sw athe o f  Irish society.

C o n c l u s io n

Seven years later, in an article w ritten to celebrate a m eeting o f  the United Nations 

C om m ittee on Apartheid in Dublin, K ader Asm al com m ented that the lA A M  from its 

inception built ‘on the foundation o f  [Ireland’s] traditional sym pathy with peoples 

fighting for their own freedom ’.''*'* Ireland had ‘alw ays m anifested an instinctive 

solidarity with the struggle for freedom  in South Africa; the Irish people have 

them selves undergone the experience o f  im perial rule and in this century have had 

recourse to force to free their land and them selves from foreign dom ination’.''*  ̂ In his 

attem pt to build a vision o f  broad-based support for the lA A M ’s objectives A sm al’s 

em phasis on Ireland’s past and the influence o f  its shared colonial experience contained 

little that had not already been articulated by Irish policy-m akers and the Irish m edia in 

fram ing the state’s international role in the late 1950s. It was m ore im portant in 

illustrating the adaptation o f  that shared colonial experience and its application to Irish 

assessm ents o f  the system s o f  m inority rule in southern Africa. The British A m bassador 

to Ireland A lexander C lutterbuck com m ented in April 1956 that Ireland’s position as, 

‘in Soviet parlance, “anti-racist” . ..  certainly m odifies their sym pathy for the 

N ationalists in South A frica’.''*  ̂ Prior to 1957, and in lingering references thereafter, 

the nationalist links between Ireland and South A frica were built on the shared 

experience o f  the Boer w ar and a rejection o f  British colonial oppression. In the 

creation o f  an independent role for the state in the 1950s, the DEA changed the 

em phasis in that relationship. T he old sym pathies for the Boer cause w ere replaced by a 

concern for hum an rights, self-determ ination, and freedom  for oppressed African 

populations.

N otes from lA A M  W orking Group m eeting, 1 June 1964, National Library o f  Ireland (hereafter N LI) 
Irish Anti-Apartheid M ovem ent Papers (hereafter lA A M  Papers) Roll 1, Part 2 .1 .1 .

Kader Asm al, ‘Irish opposition to Apartheid’, United N ations Unit on Apartheid, Departm ent o f  
Political and Security Council Affairs, D oc. N o. 3 /71 , February 1971, p.2, NLI Terence M cC aughey  
Papers M s 39 ,908/4 .

Ibid., p .I.
Clutterbuck to H om e, 13 April 1956, N A U K  DO 35 /10625 .
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In the decolonisation debates o f  the 1950s, Irish support for those objectives 

tended to gloss over the underlying com plexities. The em ergence o f  a vocal group o f  

independent A frican states and its adoption o f  more radical and challenging m ethods to 

achieve goals with w hich the Irish governm ent was essentially in agreem ent brought 

the latter’s alignm ent into sharp focus. The debate on Southern Rhodesia underlined the 

lim itations to the m oderates’ influence. The opportunities to adopt the type o f  p ro 

active position the Irish delegation had done in its early years at the United N ations 

were limited and the new international environm ent found Ireland and other m oderate 

states on the defensive, protecting a vision o f  the U nited N ations as ‘as an “ instrum ent 

o f  the international rule o f  l aw” ’. T h e  relationship with the A fro-A sian states was 

further com plicated by the Irish governm ent’s continued pursuit o f  its bilateral 

interests, visible in its dealings with Britain on the Southern Rhodesian question, and in 

its trade negotiations with the South African governm ent. Built on a pragm atic 

interpretation o f  Ireland’s foreign relations -  the necessity to pursue Irish econom ic and 

im m ediate political interests w ithin a broader international fram ew ork -  the dialogue 

nonetheless reflected the Irish governm ent’s com m itm ent to the pursuit o f  constructive, 

negotiated solutions.

The Irish governm ent’s policies in 1964 were not fundam entally different from 

those it had adopted at the United N ations in its ‘golden age’. T hey were based on the 

sam e references to Ireland’s historical and Christian heritage and the com m itm ent to 

self-determ ination rem ained, coupled to the pursuit o f  constructive solutions and the 

necessity that decisions be based on co lonies’ proven-readiness for self-rule. Like its 

N ordic counterparts, the Irish governm ent based its attitude on a reading o f  

international politics that em phasised the realities o f  that system . The difference from 

the early period lay in the sense o f  caution learnt in the Congo. Ian M aclennan, the 

British A m bassador to Ireland, believed the experience o f  the decolonisation debates 

and o f  C ongo’s crisis gave A iken a m ore nuanced view o f  the international 

environm ent: ‘Ten years ago I suspect that he would have been as doctrinaire as anyone 

about freedom  for A fricans and the m ethods by which it should be attained. But he has 

seen enough o f  the C ongo not to w ant the chaos there to be reproduced elsew here in

Baker Fox, ‘Small states’, p. 111 .
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A frica.’ '*̂ * U nlike its N ordic counterparts, however, foreign policy in Ireland was 

conducted outside the sphere o f  public debate. Involvem ent in ONU C m et with 

w idespread support, if  very little critical discussion. T he birth o f  the lA A M  in 1964 

introduced a new elem ent to foreign policy that gradually  developed a place o f  

prom inence over the following years: an open and critical assessm ent o f  Irish foreign 

policy. In 1961 the Irish governm ent undertook trade negotiations with South A frica 

w ith little or no public com m entary; by the end o f  the decade, in the afterm ath o f  one o f  

the largest expressions o f  solidarity with an international issue seen in the state, the 

lA A M  succeeded in persuading the Irish governm ent to  cancel plans to further prom ote 

trade with South Africa.

M aclennan to Chadwick, I Sept. 1962, N AU K  DO 181/18.
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4
‘Na bac leis na ’Boks’:* Southern Africa, Popular Protest

and Irish Foreign Policy

On 5 M ay 1964, acting on a resolution passed at the m ovem ent’s first m eeting in the 

M ansion House alm ost tw o w eeks earlier, the secretary o f  the lAAM , Barry Desmond, 

w rote to  Frank Aiken to request that pressure be brought on the South African 

governm ent to release A frican political prisoners. The m ovem ent, he stated, appreciated 

the Irish governm ent’s stance against apartheid, but felt that ‘it m ight be possible ... to 

take som e step to  rem ind South A frica o f  her attitude’.' He asked that A iken might see 

fit to receive a delegation from the m ovem ent, ‘entirely in private’ i f  preferred, to 

discuss the matter. A iken’s response, issued through his private secretary, Roisi'n Ennis, 

dism issed the notion im mediately: ‘the M inister considers that there is no need for a 

deputation from your organisation to see him on the subject’.  ̂ it was in keeping with 

his attitude to foreign affairs. In spite o f  his later assertion that he had 'never suggested 

that “foreign policy should not be the subject o f  public debate’” ,^ Aiken eschewed any 

form o f  public consultation. Issues o f  international importance, he argued, should not 

becom e m atters for political debate.

In a system  lacking any history o f  consultation between interest groups and 

foreign policy m a k e r s ,g ro u p s  like the lA A M  struggled to find a voice. A iken’s 

absence in N ew  York for large parts o f  the year and his curt responses in the Dail did 

little to encourage dialogue. In contrast to the high levels o f ‘active citizenship’ in the 

Nordic states, the absence o f  a culture o f  debate in Irish society also w orked to the 

lA A M ’s disadvantage. It was only in the last two years o f  the decade that the 

m ovem ent’s fortunes changed m arkedly, due in equal parts to its work in building a 

support base and broader societal changes that radicalised the environm ent for protest.

* Placard from the lAAM-organised march against the Springbok rugby tour on 10 Jan. 1970; quoted in 
Anne Harris, ‘The march to Lansdowne... as one girl saw it’, Irish Press, 12 Jan. 1970.
' Desmond to Aiken, 5 May 1964, N Al DFA 96/3/93.
 ̂Ennis to Desmond, 25 May 1964, ibid.
 ̂ Frank Aiken (signed as Prionsias MacAogain) to ed., The Irish Times, 27 May 1969.

■’ For a general description o f  Irish pressure group activity in the 1960s and 1970s, see Maria Maguire, 
‘Pressure groups in Ireland', Administration, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Autumn 1977), pp. 349-64, and Basil 
Chubb, The governm ent and po litics o f  Ireland (1®' ed., London, 1970), pp. 97-119. For a description o f  
pressure group activity in Irish foreign policy, see Keatinge, Formulation, pp. 261-9A.
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The influence o f  the m ass m edia coverage o f  the Am erican civil rights m ovem ent, the 

anti-w ar cam paign, student and w orker strikes in France, G erm any, Italy and Britain, 

and the situation in N orthern Ireland created an atm osphere conducive to the growth o f  

an organisation like the lA AM . Prior to that tim e, the m ovem ent had won m inor 

successes, but its protest against the South A frican rugby tour o f  Ireland in January 

1970 served to alter the dynam ic o f  Irish foreign policy making. That cam paign form s a 

natural chronological division for this chapter. The first part explores the Irish 

governm ent’s policies along fam iliar lines, exam ining its support for the United 

N ations, the state’s relationship with the Afro-A sian group and the W estern powers, 

and the im pact o f  those relationships on Ireland’s identity and role in the international 

system . By 1968, the influence o f  the lAAM  and the pressures to m aintain Ireland’s 

identity visibly im pacted on Irish policies at the United N ations as was evidenced in its 

w illingness to support more radical resolutions put forward by the A fro-A sian group. 

At home, the dynam ic o f  foreign policy m aking changed gradually as dom estic 

pressures, for so long a vital contributing factor in the foreign policies o f  other 

m oderate states like Sweden, Denmark, the N etherlands, and N orw ay, assum ed an 

increasingly im portant role. The second part o f  this chapter focuses on charting the rise 

o f  the lAAM  and its short-term im pact on Irish foreign policy, culm inating in an 

exam ination o f  the m ovem ent’s cam paign against the 1970 rugby tour.

S o u t h e r n  A f r ic a  in  C o n t e x t

The period was m arked by the continued entrenchm ent o f  m inority rule in southern 

Africa. From 1968 the Nixon adm inistration offered assistance to the ‘Portuguese 

im perialist project’ as a m eans o f  securing support against Soviet gains in Africa.^ 

C ontinued m ilitary support from Britain and United States opposition to econom ic 

sanctions allow ed the South African governm ent not only to survive but to broaden the 

scope o f  its apartheid policies. The death o f  Prim e M inister V erw oerd -  stabbed by a 

white parliam entary m essenger in the House o f  Assem bly in Septem ber 1966 -  did 

little to alter the course o f  South African policy. Jack Spence suggested in 1971 that 

‘the real challenge to its integrity came not from the United N ations (which could only

* Norrie MacQueen, TJie decolonization o f  Portuguese Africa: metropolitan revolution and the 
dissolution o f  empire (London, 1997), p. 55.
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be as effective as its m ost powerful m em bers were prepared to allow  it to be), but from 

the threat o f  internal uprising or w ars o f  liberation m ounted and supported beyond its 

borders’.  ̂ A partheid increasingly drove A frican nationalists to more extrem e forms o f  

action. In Tanzania in 1969, the potential for serious armed struggle inside South 

A frica’s own borders becam e more evident follow ing the A N C ’s decision to  com m it 

itse lf ‘to the arm ed struggle and the m obilisation o f  the people for revolution’7  The 

ANC and, to a lesser extent, the PAC continued their international cam paign, involving 

anti-apartheid organisations and governm ents across the W est in support o f  their goal 

o f  African liberation. They drew support from governm ents in the N etherlands and the 

N ordic states, as well as from N GO s and left-w ing political parties in other W estern 

states.

C onsiderable attention continued to be focussed on South A frica’s role in South 

W est Africa. In July 1966, the International Court o f  Justice delivered its verdict on the 

question, declaring that the case against South A frica ‘had failed to establish any legal 

right in respect o f  the claim s which it had put before the Court, and that it could not 

therefore pronounce upon these claim s one way or the o ther’.* The U nited N ations 

General A ssem bly reacted by term inating the South African m andate and recognising 

the territory as the renam ed Nam ibia. In 1969 the Security Council followed suit and 

called upon the South A frican governm ent to w ithdraw  its adm inistration. By then, 

SW APO had stepped up its activities, forcing the South A frican governm ent to 

introduce the Terrorism  Act in 1967 which gave it greater power and led to the arrest o f  

various SW APO leaders. The m ovem ent viewed the IC J’s decision as the end o f  

passive resistance and the beginning o f  a new phase o f  m ilitant nationalism . The 

verdict, it believed, ‘w ould relieve N am ibians once and for all from any illusions which 

they m ay have harboured about the United Nations as some kind o f  saviour in their 

p l ig h t ...  We have no alternative but to rise in arms and bring about our liberation .’^

SW A PO ’s indictm ent o f  the United N ations was sym ptom atic o f  the latter’s 

lim ited influence in resolving the situation in southern Africa. In spite o f  grow ing Afro-

* Jack Spence, ‘South Africa and the modem world’, in Monica Wilson and Leonard Thompson (eds.),
The Oxford history o f  South Africa II: 1870-1966  (Oxford, 1971), p. 523.
’ James Barber and John Barratt, South A frica ’s foreign  policy: The search fo r  status and security 1945- 
795,? (Cambridge, 1990), p. 153.
* Spence, ‘South Africa and the modern world’, p. 516.
 ̂SWAPO statement quoted in Cooper, Occupation, p. 98.



Asian dominance in the General Assembly, the potential for real and lasting change lay 

in the co-operation o f the major Western powers. The same could be said in the case o f 

Southern Rhodesia. The Rhodesian Front’s unilateral declaration o f independence 

(UDl) on 11 November 1965 laid a challenge to the international community. 

Economic sanctions introduced first on a voluntary and later on a mandatory basis by 

the Security Council had limited effect as goods continued to arrive through 

Mozambique and South Africa. Divisions within the African resistance movement, 

between the Zimbabwe African Peoples’ Union (ZAPU) and the Zimbabwe African 

National Union (ZANU), did little to help the m ajority’s cause, and successive British 

attempts to impose a solution, most notably aboard the HM S Tiger in 1966 and HM S  

Fearless in 1968, failed to end the regime’s intransigence. Rhodesian society, though 

‘full o f  the contradictions and paradoxes which mark every society o f human beings’, 

was galvanised by the fact o f being ostracised from the international community.

U D I AND Ir ish  F o r e ig n  P o l ic y

in the weeks leading up to UDl, the Irish delegation at the United Nations found itself 

embroiled in a familiar argument with the Afro-Asian group. During the Fourth 

Committee debate on Southern Rhodesia on 27 October 1965, Tadhg O ’Sullivan 

questioned a draft resolution which proposed that the United Nations ‘would oppose 

any declaration o f independence which was not based on universal adult suffrage’."  He

reasoned that it was not for the committee to determine whether representatives o f the
1 2African population would be prepared to accept such a compromise. The African 

reaction read like a repeat o f the debate on South West Africa four years earlier (see 

chapter three), playing on the Irish government’s construction o f its identity through its 

history and relationship with the developing world. The Liberian representative 

questioned whether the Irish government ‘was contesting the right o f the people o f 

Southern Rhodesia to universal adult suffrage’, ’  ̂ a link made more explicit by the

Peter Godwin and Ian Hancock, 'Rhodesians never die the im pact o f  w ar and po litica l change on 
white Rhodesia, c. 7970-7950 (Oxford, 1993), p. 15.
" Tadhg O’Sullivan, UNGA Fourth Committee, 27 Oct. 1965, UNORGA, A/C.4/SR.1540.

Ibid.
Extract from the Irish delegate’s report on the United Nations Fourth Committee, twentieth session, 

undated [1965?], NAI DFA 2000/14/46.
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C am eroonian delegate who ‘expressed surprise that Ireland, with her traditional love o f

liberty, should be am ong the advocates o f  appeasem ent’.'^

It had the desired effect. A  private representation from the Kenyan delegate

im pressed on Irish officials the gravity o f  O ’Sullivan’s statem ent. A iken’s response fell

into w hat becam e a fam iliar pattern. O ’Sullivan, he stated, should vote in favour o f  the

offending paragraph, but in his explanation o f  voting should m ake clear that the Irish

delegation ‘considered that universal adult suffrage should be introduced through the

im plem entation o f  provisions acceptable to all sectors o f  op inion’.'^ The divisions

betw een the A fro-A sian group and the W estern m oderates were again readily apparent.

As it had in the 1962 debates on the territory, the Irish delegation felt pressed to assert

its support for the fundam ental aim s o f  the A fro-A sian group, while at the sam e tim e it

w as m indful o f  its relationship with the British governm ent. To Irish officials, the latter

rem ained the best hope o f  finding a solution to the im passe. A iken’s policy accorded

closely with that o f  the Swedish governm ent which largely followed the ‘British line’

o f  argum ent and supported continued bilateral negotiations between British officials

and the Southern Rhodesian authorities.'^

The same could be said o f  the states’ reaction to UDI. The Irish response

em phasised its distaste for the Rhodesian governm ent’s actions while at the sam e time

afforded itse lf space to m anoeuvre according to future developm ents. L em ass’s

statem ent to the press on 12 N ovem ber was a model o f  restraint:

the recent declaration o f  independence does not mean freedom  for its 
people, but is a device to perpetuate the rule o f  the m inority ... It is our 
hope that the pressure o f  world opinion will com pel those who at 
present exercise pow er in that country to accept the ju stice  and 
inevitability o f  m ajority rule, under which an independent Rhodesian 
state could develop, w ith harm ony within its borders and with the 
goodwill o f  the o ther nations o f  the world.

A iken echoed L em ass’s concern. On 15 N ovem ber, in an address on A fro-A sian affairs

in St John’s University, N ew  Y ork, he condem ned UDI as purporting ‘to proclaim  a
18sovereignty based on a denial o f  fundam ental dem ocratic princip les’.

Ibid.
Tadhg O ’Sullivan, UNGA Fourth Committee, 1 Nov. 1965, UNORGA, A/C.4/SR.1544. 
Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. I, pp. 331-2.

”  Department o f  an Taoiseach press release, 12 Nov. 1965, NAl DFA 2000/14/45.
Quoted in ‘Aiken criticises Rhodesian denial o f  democracy’, The Irish Times, 16 Nov. 1965.



The governm ent wished to avoid tying its hands ‘undu ly’, particularly in the 

possible event o f  econom ic sanctions being introduced against w hat was now sim ply 

called R hodesia.'^ On this question it had long been clear. It follow ed a form ulation, 

expressed clearly in its policies on Portuguese Africa: ‘the [General] A ssem bly should 

not adopt resolutions w hich seek to im pose econom ic sanctions in the absence o f  

assurance o f  support for such m easures from States w hose co-operation would be o f 

vital im portance for their success’. O n l y  resolutions enacted by the Security Council 

carried the force o f  international law. The same criteria applied to Rhodesia. Both the 

Irish and Swedish governm ents w elcom ed the Security C ouncil’s recom m endation o f  

20 N ovem ber 1965 that all m em ber states should take m easures to boycott the 

R hodesian econom y by condem ning the regim e. The Swedish Prime M inister Tage 

Erlander praised it as ‘an extrem ely im portant decision’, but warned that ‘the pre

requisite condition for a policy o f  sanctions against Southern R hodesia [ ...]  is [that it

is] generally supported [ ...]  It is our hope that all states, loyally and w ithout delay, will
21sustain the United N ations in its endeavours.’ A iken shared E rlander’s concern. He 

believed that ‘sanctions should only be imposed when they are likely to be politically 

and econom ically effective’, in spite o f  the feeling o f  som e o f  his fellow Cabinet 

M inisters that it was inconsistent ‘to im pose sanctions on R hodesia while refusing to 

im pose them  on South A frica’.

His response was to make certain that ‘if  they were not effective, the blam e or 

any share o f  it, could not be thrown on us’.^  ̂ The Irish governm ent im m ediately 

im posed restrictions on the issue o f  licences for the export o f  arms, am m unition and 

m ilitary equipm ent, and on 11 January 1966 extended its restrictions to include imports 

o f  tobacco, asbestos and all other com m odities. The decision was taken with tw o 

essential factors in mind: the Security Council resolution im posed ‘a moral obligation’ 

on Ireland; and failure to im plem ent sanctions would leave Ireland open to accusations 

o f ‘frustrating British action’. B r i t i s h  officials made sure to im press the im plications

”  Telegram, DEA to PMUN (Brennan to Ronan), 11 N ov. 1965, NAI DFA 2000/14/45.
Con Cremin, UNO A plenary meeting, 21 Dec. 1965, UNORGA, A/PV.1407.
Quoted in Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. /, p. 334.
‘Government impose trade sanctions on Rhodesia’, The Irish Times, 12 Jan. 1966.

”  D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 226, Col. 979 (9 Feb. 1967).
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Application o f  Economic Sanctions against Southern 

Rhodesia’, 22 Dec. 1965, NAI DFA 2000/14/54.
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o f  the latter on the Irish governm ent and it m ade little sense in the interests o f  A nglo- 

Irish relations to refuse their request. The conclusion o f  the A nglo-Irish Free Trade 

A greem ent in D ecem ber 1965 and the free m ovem ent o f  goods that it portended m ade 

it all the m ore pressing for the Irish governm ent to impose strict m easures.

The tim ing o f  the announcem ent that Ireland w ould apply full econom ic 

sanctions (11 January 1966) showed the extent o f  British influence, since its officials 

had requested that it be m ade ‘before the conclusion o f  the C om m onw ealth  M inisters’ 

C onference to be held in Lagos on the ll'*’ and 12*’’ January’. I n  the period that 

followed, Irish officials continued to be concerned at the possible use o f  Ireland as a 

back door to British m arkets. In January 1967, Paul Keating o f  the Irish Em bassy in 

London reported that several London businessm en were convinced that Rhodesian 

tobacco was ‘com ing into Britain by w ay o f  Ireland’ in ‘considerab le’ quantities. 

Given R hodesia’s low share in the Irish tobacco industry’s raw  m aterial im ports (3.7%  

o f  the total)^^ there was real difficulty in identifying the m ovem ent and use o f  the 

offending leaf. The problem  was m ade greater by sustained British pressure on the Irish 

governm ent. A line o f  contact rem ained open betw een the British Em bassy and the 

DEA, providing a flow o f  inform ation for the latter, and a point o f  pressure for the 

former. British officials closely analysed Irish trade and m ade frequent representations 

to DEA officials, specifically over a consignm ent o f  chrom e ore on its way from 

M ozam bique to Cork (1966), the reported purchase by the R hodesians o f  Lockheed 

Constellation aircraft based at Shannon (1967), and a suspected consignm ent o f  

Rhodesian graphite (1969).^^

The approach to econom ic sanctions and to policy m ore broadly naturally  led to 

accusations that the Irish governm ent had ‘abandoned the effort to exercise an 

independent judgem en t’. The reality w as m ore com plicated. As early as M arch 1966, 

A iken instructed one o f  his aides to tell British officials that the Irish governm ent could 

not agree to its actions ‘being po liced’ by others.^” Irish officials w ere conscious o f

Addendum to memorandum for government, ‘Application o f  Economic Sanctions against Southern 
Rhodesia’, 7 Jan. 1966, N A l DFA 2000/14/51.

Keating to Ronan, 18 Jan. 1967,N A I DFA 2001/43/160.
Patrick Hillery, D dil Eireann D ebates, Vol. 218, Col. 488 (27 Oct. 1965).
See N A l DFA 2000/14/50 and N A l DFA 2002/19/32.
Conor Cruise O’Brien, Ireland, the United Nations and southern Africa (Dublin, 1967), p. 8.
Note by Donal O’Sullivan, 31 March 1966, N A l DFA 2000/14/50.
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British interests and sensitive to British representations, but the decision to implement 

sanctions, including the m andatory sanctions introduced by the Security Council on 16 

Decem ber 1966, was in keeping with Irish attitudes dating to the earlier part o f  the 

decade. It coincided with the view that the United N ations should offer Britain 

assistance to breaking the Rhodesian governm ent’s resolve. The com parison with 

Finland was again instructive. The Finnish governm ent adopted a cautious approach to 

the Rhodesian question based on the fulfilm ent o f  its obligations to the United N ations, 

and the fact that its interests in relation to Britain and the W est ‘were greater than its
o  1

solidarity with the Z im babw ean people’. F inland’s low levels o f  trade with Rhodesia 

m eant that ‘[t]here was not much to lose’ in applying sanctions.^* The same was true o f  

the Irish case. W hat little trade occurred between Ireland and Rhodesia was restricted 

through a licensing system  that operated on a case by case basis. It had little to deal
33with; February 1968’s only exports were ‘other anim als not for food (dogs)’.

At the United N ations the debate on Rhodesia followed a fam iliar pattern. The 

Irish delegation continued to support calls for independence ‘based on universal adult 

suffrage, by w hich we understood an electoral system acceptable to all people, 

including the A fricans’.^'' In keeping with its preference for a negotiated settlem ent, it 

rejected any suggestions that appeared to interfere with the ongoing consultations 

betw een the British governm ent and the Rhodesian regime. The actions o f  the Afro- 

Asian group, in particular its call for the United Nations to support the use o f  force, 

continued to distance it from Ireland and the other W estern European m oderates. 

During the Fourth Com m ittee discussion on R hodesia in N ovem ber 1966, the delegates 

o f  the United A rab Republic and Som alia both m ade reference to the use o f  force in the 

Irish struggle for independence. The inference was rejected by Tadhg O ’Sullivan: 

‘Ireland was proud o f  the fact that countless Irishmen had been w illing to lay down 

their lives in the cause o f  freedom  ... It was not, however, the function o f  the United 

N ations to m ake a virtue o f  violence, to advocate forceful m ethods in the solution o f  

disputes or to urge great nations to em ploy their military pow er before every other

Soiri and Peltola, Finland and southern Africa, p. 134.
Ibid.

”  For the monthly returns to the UN o f  trade with Rhodesia, see, for 1965-8, N A l DFA 2000/14/58, and 
for 1969-73, see N A l DFA 2004/7/118.

Extract from the memorandum for the government on the 21*' Session o f  the UNGA, undated [1966?], 
N A l DFA 2000/14/47.
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m eans.’ Force, the last part o f  his statement im plied, should not com e before peaceful 

negotiation. In A iken’s view , ‘to assist the guerrilla m ovem ents in Southern A frica 

[was] to encourage them  to engage in a hopeless struggle and thus prom ote needless 

b loodshed’. N or was it the place o f  the United N ations to urge the British governm ent 

to take m ilitary action to rem ove the Smith regime.

N evertheless in its language and voting pattern, the Irish delegation at the 

United N ations revealed its susceptibility to A fro-A sian pressure and its attem pt to 

m aintain its independent stance. In M arch 1968 it condem ned the execution o f  political 

prisoners by the Rhodesian governm ent as ‘an abhorrent violation o f  fundam ental rights
37which endangers international peace’. In O ctober o f  the same year, A iken instructed 

his delegation to vote in favour o f  a draft resolution that came before the Fourth 

Com m ittee w hich reiterated the need for m ajority rule before Rhodesia m ight becom e
38independent, ‘as a statem ent o f  principle’, leaving it in a m ore radical position than 

the N ordics, who abstained. The approach struck a balance betw een the Irish 

governm ent’s natural inclination to offer support to the W estern pow ers in the hope o f  

prom oting negotiated settlem ent, and the necessity to buttress its w aning influence with 

the A fro-A sian group. Dennis Kennedy accurately sum m arised the policies in The Irish 

Times on 21 January 1970: ‘[i]f there is a pattern to the voting [on southern Africa] it is 

one in w hich Ireland is rarely seen in direct opposition to the tw o m ajor W estern 

Powers though by no m eans following their lead’.^^

T h e  N a m ib ia n  Q u e s t io n

A iken’s experience led him to the realisation that the British Labour governm ent’s 

policies and actions w ere crucial in Rhodesia and the m ost likely to produce a lasting 

solution. The lessons o f  the previous ten years gave Irish policies a pragm atism  based 

on the prem ise that the m ost effective solutions w ere those supported by the m ajor 

powers. The potential for change in southern A frica, A iken believed, lay not in 

attem pting the im possible in South Africa or Rhodesia, but in concentrating

”  Tadhg O’Sullivan, UNGA Fourth Committee, 9 Nov. 1966, UNORGA, A /C .4/SR .1631.
Dennis K ennedy,‘Apartheid -  a test o f  international consciences’, The Irish Times, 2 \  Jan. 1970. 
Government statement issued through the Government Information Bureau, 6 March 1968, N A l DFA 

2000/14/48.
Telex, DEA to PMUN, 30 Oct. 1968, NAl DFA 2000/14/49.
Dennis Kennedy, ‘Apartheid -  a test o f  international consciences’. The Irish Times, 21 Jan. 1970.



international efforts on South W est Africa. He felt that ‘the best way to  get rid o f  

[apartheid] in South A frica and in R hodesia is to get South A fricans prized out o f  South 

W est A frica. That would change the whole picture in that part o f  the w o r l d . T h e  

South A fricans would not fight for the territory with the same vigour as they m ight 

defend their own republic, since South W est A frica’s established business interests 

were m ainly foreign-ow ned. To the W estern pow ers the territory carried less strategic 

im portance, though it w as not clear how Aiken envisaged the transform ation o f  the 

territory following South A frica’s exit.

The IC J’s decision on 16 July 1966 rem oved an obstacle to A iken’s resolve -  

his com m itm ent to and respect for the processes o f  international law. He and his 

delegation had refrained from putting forward their ideas w hile the C ourt’s 

deliberations were ongoing. The verdict caused a definite shift in em phasis. A iken and 

his officials furtively engaged in analysing its im plications, and the D E A ’s 

m em orandum  for the governm ent on that au tum n’s session o f  the United Nations 

G eneral Assem bly m ade it clear that a ‘strong reaction’ by the A fro-A sian group 

‘would be justified  and deserving o f  Ireland’s support’.'*' It translated into a significant 

Irish response. In a speech to the United N ations G eneral Assem bly on 3 O ctober Aiken 

described the judgem ent as ‘an outrageous waste o f  tim e and m oney ... I subm it that, 

since South A frica has not only repudiated the M andate but has now openly proceeded 

to govern South West A frica as part o f  her national territory, w e require no further 

opinion o f  the C ourt.’"*̂ T he United N ations, he argued, should either recognise South 

A frica’s pow er over the territory or ‘proceed to exercise sustained pressure and 

persuasion to secure the peaceful and orderly transfer o f  the adm inistration o f  the 

territory to the United N ations for the purpose o f  bringing it to independence w ithin the 

shortest possible tim e’.''^ In order to achieve this, A iken suggested the form ation o f  a 

com m ittee to report on w ays to  term inate the m andate o f  South A frica as soon as 

possible ‘and bring the territory to independence’.'*'*

S ea n a d  Eireann deb .. V ol. 63, Col. 399  (7 June 1967).
‘Draft for M emorandum for Information o f  the Governm ent -  21*’ Session o f  the General A ssem b ly’, 

undated [Aug. 1966?], NAI DFA 2 000 /14 /265 .
Ireland. Department o f  External Affairs, Ireland  a t the U n ited  N ations 1966  (D ublin , 1967), p. 18. 
Ibid., pp. 18-19.
Ibid., p. 20.
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His plan, which took on the informal title o f  the ‘Irish Formula’, formed the 

basis o f the discussion that followed. Aiken’s contribution was viewed by other 

member states as ‘a model o f moderation and restraint’ and appreciated by the Western 

states, Latin Americans, and several Afro-Asian delegations/^ There were limits 

however to his influence. The divisions between that moderation and Afro-Asian 

attitudes remained. On 27 October 1966 the General Assembly voted to terminate 

South Africa’s mandate and set up a fourteen-member ad hoc committee to consider 

how it should be administered. The decision ran counter to A iken’s respect for 

procedure and his realistic appraisal o f the United Nations’ dependency on the Major 

Powers. At the May 1967 special session o f the General Assembly, reconvened to deal 

with the South West African question, the Irish delegation based its approach on the 

premise that Security Council involvement was ‘the most effective way to speed the 

attainment o f  independence by the people o f South West Africa’."*̂  Aiken had talks 

with a number o f delegations in New York concerning Irish proposals ‘that the special 

representative ... should be appointed by the Security Council on the request o f the 

Assembly’.'*̂  It exposed the underlying difference in approach between the two groups: 

the levels o f commitment to the proper use o f the structures o f  the United Nations. 

Along with Sweden, the Irish delegation abstained on a General Assembly resolution o f 

4 May 1967 which created a United Nations Council to take over the administration o f 

the Territory. Aiken was clear in his appraisal o f the situation; on 19 May he told the 

General Assembly that that ‘the people o f  the territory can only be brought to freedom 

in the most peaceful and orderly manner if  the Assembly resolves to place the 

responsibility where the authority and power belong -  that is, on the Security Council
48and particularly on the permanent members thereof.

Behind the scenes, Aiken continued to canvass strongly to try to obtain the 

support o f  the United States and other delegations, though he later admitted that in 

private he had made it clear to African delegates that ‘he supported the use o f  force by 

the United Nations to expel South Africa from South-West Africa ... [and] that Ireland

Note from DEA to Taoiseach, 17 Oct. 1966, N A l DFA 2000/14/265.
Note o n ‘Question o f  South West Africa’, 11 May 1967, NAl DFA 2000/14/266.
Cremin to sec. DEA, 12 May 1967, ibid.
Quoted in ‘Aiken maintains stand on South-West Africa’, The Irish Times, 20 May 1967.
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could back the use o f  force’. T h e  principles established over a long period were

readily in evidence: support for constructive action, peaceful settlem ent and the

institutions o f  the United N ations, and a strong be lie f in the principle o f  self-

determ ination. It brought with it the recognition o f  Ireland’s changed role in the world.

The approach placed the Irish delegation firm ly in the W estern cam p, though in the

com pany o f  the progressive N ordic states. The m ajority o f  the A fro-A sian group

viewed the question in an altogether different light. C h ief Adebo, the N igerian

A m bassador to the United N ations, told the General A ssem bly that though Aiken

gave a clear dem onstration o f  the interest that he and his country have 
in this subject ... we w ere not able to subscribe to  the suggestion that 
he made. He very courageously proposed that the first step that was 
necessary was an approach to that dreaded institution o f  this 
Organisation called the Security Council. 1 think my colleagues will 
appreciate how difficult it would be for a great m any M em bers o f  this 
Organisation to agree entirely with him, but it was a logically argued 
suggestion, as were a num ber o f  other suggestions that w e had from 
other individual countries.

The influence o f  the m oderate states over the A fro-A sian group and their 

attem pt to win the group to support their view o f  the United N ations had waned 

considerably. A iken told the Seanad that the A fro-A sian states w ere ‘trying to do the 

im possible [at the Special Session] -  to draft a resolution that w ould be acceptable to 

the G reat Pow ers’ .^’ If  the United N ations could be persuaded in the follow ing session 

o f  the General Assem bly to ‘put this problem  o f  the freedom  o f  South W est A frica 

w here it belongs, on the shoulders o f  the five perm anent m em bers o f  the Security 

Council, we will have a good chance o f  bringing pressure to bear on any recalcitrant 

m em ber o f  the perm anent five m em bers and get them  to line up and take w hatever 

action is appropriate and necessary to bring the people o f  South W est A frica to 

f r eedom’. B u t  w hile the issue showed he and his colleagues at odds with the Afro- 

Asian group, it offered an indication o f  the new definition o f  Ireland’s role in 

international affairs. A iken’s active and persistent pursuit o f  a solution indicated that, 

far from lost, Ireland’s independent stance had been redirected to potentially more 

profitable, and, in m any ways, less visible targets. Irish officials no longer believed that

‘Candid Aiken unwinds on External Affairs’, Ttie Irish Times, 1 Nov. 1969.
Quoted in Cremin to sec. DEA, 18 May 1967, NAl DFA 2000/14/266.
Seanad Eireann deb.. Vol. 63, Col. 397 (7 June 1967).
Seanad Eireann deh.. Vol. 63, Col. 400 (7 June 1967).
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they could take a leading role on a broad range o f  questions, but instead preferred to 

concentrate on issues like N am ibia which carried the potential for constructive change. 

It took tim e for the General Assem bly to see the m erit in A iken’s argum ent. !n 

D ecem ber 1968 it requested the Security Council to take steps to bring the re-nam ed 

Nam ibia to independence, supported by the Irish delegation, and the following year the 

Security Council term inated South A frica’s m andate and requested it to w ithdraw  from 

the territory.

I r e l a n d  a n d  S o u t h  A f r i c a : A id  a n d  T r a d e

A iken’s dedication to  the pursuit o f  peace and stability through the United N ations, 

w hile in keeping with the policies o f  his m oderate counterparts, lacked an essential 

flexibility to undertake positive action when that organisation w as beset by the kind o f  

deadlock caused by the intransigence o f  the A fro-A sian group and the w ithholding o f  

support by the m ajor powers. W ithin the United Nations Irish policies w ere limited 

further by a suspicion o f  the m otives o f  the A fro-A sians and an increasing em phasis on 

the pow er o f  the Security Council to the exclusion o f  other equally profitable though 

less visible form s o f  assistance. The Irish governm ent’s attitude gradually m arked the 

effectiveness, though not the intent, o f  its policies as distinct from its m oderate 

European counterparts. In M arch 1966, for exam ple, it declined an invitation to the first 

international conference on South W est A frica at O xford, at w hich the Swedish 

governm ent w as represented by M inister for Transport and Com m unication, O lo f 

Palm e, who later becam e Prim e M inister. Prom pted by activity w ithin Swedish society 

on a level the lA A M  could not match, the Swedish governm ent began to act 

increasingly outside the boundaries o f  the U nited N ations. In O ctober 1964 it becam e 

the first W estern governm ent to donate funds directly to the London-based International 

D efence and A id Fund (IDA F), w hich w orked to provide financial assistance to the 

fam ilies o f  political prisoners in southern Africa. In 1965, D enm ark and Norw ay 

followed suit.

The Irish governm ent was m ore circum spect. It ignored the lA A M ’s assertion 

that IDAF was ‘the only organisation w hich has both the confidence o f  the liberation
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m ovem ent and the ability to channel funds allocated for this kind o f  w ork’ .̂  ̂ Financial 

considerations were an obvious constraint, but so too was the governm ent’s fear o f  

ID A F’s links w ith the liberation m ovem ents. It was left to the lA A M  to collect for the 

organisation and quietly send contributions to southern Africa, through the Irish 

Defence and Aid Fund which it created in O ctober 1967. I f  it had m atched its political 

com m itm ent to the United Nations with a concurrent dedication to that organisation’s 

m ultilateral aid channels, the Irish governm ent m ight have deflected som e criticism  o f  

its approach to IDAF. As it was, not even the recognition o f ‘the extrem ely low level o f  

Ireland’s contributions ... as com pared w ith those o f  other countries in W estern 

E urope’ served to spur the governm ent to effective action. Its attitude to the United 

Nations Educational and Training Program m e for Southern A frica (U N ETPSA ) and the 

United N ations Trust Fund for South A frica (U N TFSA ), the main form s o f  financial 

assistance to the African populations in N am ibia, Rhodesia, South Africa, and the 

Portuguese territories, m irrored its policies on southern A frica and developm ent aid 

m ore broadly (see chapter eight): caution, deliberation, and a dependency on others to 

provide the stim ulus for action.

In February 1966 the DEA argued that the United N ations-sponsored 

program m es were ‘prim arily m otivated by the political aspects o f  the apartheid problem 

...  because o f  the political nature o f  the projects under consideration we should not 

m ake any financial contribution’.^  ̂ Instead, it preferred to ‘wait to see w hat support the 

appeal gets’ in view  o f  the ‘phase o f  national econom ic stringency’ w hich Ireland was 

then experiencing.^^ Political prudence led the DEA to consider a contribution to the 

UNTFSA in A ugust 1966. Sean Ronan argued that the Irish governm ent should ‘not 

expose ourselves to the charge o f  seem ing indifference to the lot o f  the victim s o f  

apartheid’. A  donation m ight be m ade ‘only if  and when the M inister decided that the 

num ber o f  pledging countries w arranted this step’.^* By D ecem ber 1966 twenty-three 

m em ber states had done so, and the know ledge that at the previous session o f  the 

General A ssem bly ‘unfavourable attention was paid to States w ho are vocal opponents

”  Kader Asmal to Aiken, 31 May 1968, NAI DFA 98/3/57.
Donal O’Sullivan to sec. Dept, o f  Finance, 5 Sept. 1967, NAI DFA 98/3/58.
Connolly to Nolan, 1 Feb. 1966, NAI DFA 2004/7/50.
Brennan to Ronan, 2 March 1966, ibid.

”  Ronan to Sec. DEA, 16 Aug. 1966, ibid.
Ibid.
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o f  apartheid but w ho do not appear to engage in any practical m easures aim ed at the 

alleviation o f  its effec ts’ led Aiken to consider it ‘desirable po litically’ that the Irish 

governm ent should m ake a contribution.^^ In January 1967, with little enthusiasm , it 

pledged its first contribution o f  $1,000 to UNTFSA . The question o f  contributing to  the 

U NETPSA had to w ait until later in 1967 when, during a Seanad m otion brought by 

Professor W .B. Stanford, A iken adm itted that it w as ‘probably the fund through which 

m ost could be done for the people o f  South Afr ica’. I n  its subsequent investigations 

the D E A ’s argum ent for a contribution recognised the responsibilities that arose from 

‘the fact that we are listed by the UN as one o f  the 26 econom ically developed M em ber 

S tates’.^' At the General A ssem bly later that year, the Irish delegation pledged a 

donation o f  $5,000 (£3,500), a figure suggested by Aiken h im se lf who ‘feh strongly 

that an increase in these contributions w as m ost desirable’ and that the better financial 

conditions afforded Ireland the opportunity to do so.^^

The D EA ’s tentative approach w as in m arked contrast to  the adm ittedly more 

affluent Nordic states. They openly em braced com m itm ents in the field o f  developm ent 

assistance as another elem ent in their foreign policy ethos at the United N ations. The 

Swedish A m bassador to the United Nations chaired the Trust Fund, and his governm ent 

had already begun to m ake significant contributions to developm ent assistance. In 1964 

the Danish governm ent established ‘a special hum anitarian budget allocation’, 

nicknam ed ‘the A partheid A ppropriation’, which initially gave small grants to South 

African students in exile, in accordance with the United N ations’ recom m endations, 

and later expanded to provide what M orgenstierne described as ‘a channel for almost 

bilateral relations w ith national liberation m ovem ents struggling for independence 

throughout Southern Afr ica’. T h e  N orw egian governm ent adopted a sim ilar approach 

in recognition o f  the effectiveness o f  the funds.

In all three states, the official resources allocated through IDAF, U NTFSA and 

UNETPSA  were backed by considerable public fund-raising activity and a close 

correlation between public activism  and political decision-m aking. In Ireland, in spite

Ronan to sec. Dept o f  Finance, 23 Dec. 1966, ibid.
SeanadEireann deb.. Vol. 63, Col. 398 (7 June 1967).
Small to Sec. DEA, 26 June 1967, NAl DFA 98/3/58.
Donal O’Sullivan to sec. Dept, o f  Finance, 5 Sept. 1967, ibid. 
Morgenstierne, Denm ark and southern Africa, p. 18.
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o f  the best efforts o f  the lA A M , a m ore obvious divide existed between public debate 

and the policy-m aking process. A t a July 1966 public m eeting o f  the lA A M , C onor 

C ruise O ’Brien attacked A iken’s policy for ‘closely follow ing that o f  Britain and the 

United S tates’.̂ '* O ’Brien continued to be a thorn in his side. Unused to public debate 

and dism issive o f  its w orth in external affairs, A iken w as clearly annoyed by the 

criticism . Privately, he believed that O ’B rien’s approach was an attem pt ‘to secure 

publicity by goading me into a public controversy with m e’, and was equally dism issive 

o f  O ’B rien’s ‘pinkish friends’, am ong whom  he no doubt included m em bers o f  the 

lAAM.^^ The m ovem ent’s influence grew gradually. In M arch 1969, A iken responded 

hesitantly to a suggestion made by a G hanaian official at the United Nations that the 

UN Special Com m ittee on A partheid m ight m eet in Dublin that sum m er. He felt that 

the visit ‘could give rise to some difficuhies here vis-a-vis the Irish anti-apartheid 

m ovem ent and from the publicity point o f  v iew ’.^  ̂ T im ing was o f  prim ary concern. Its 

arrival in late M ay or early June potentially coincided with the External Affairs 

estim ate in the Dail and/or a general election. Given his later insistence that he had ‘no 

desire to see the vital questions affecting the lives and fortunes o f  m illions o f  people 

turned into an election gi mmi ck’, t h e  possibility that the lAAM  m ight use the visit to 

stir up debate at a politically sensitive time led A iken to  instruct Crem in to ‘gently 

discourage the C om m ittee from having a m eeting here this year and indicate that we 

should be glad to have them  at another tim e’.̂ *

Decisions the Irish governm ent had made in the past w ithout recourse to any 

m edia com m ent becam e politically sensitive issues. In Septem ber 1967, the 

renegotiation o f  Ireland’s trade agreem ent with South A frica was highlighted by the 

DEA as a potential cause for em barrassm ent, both at the United N ations and at home, 

w here criticism ‘m ight be directed at the M inister . . .  by the Anti-A partheid M ovem ent 

as well as by certain opposition deputies in the D ail’.^  ̂ In the context o f  the Irish 

governm ent’s stand on South W est Africa, it w as felt that the renewal o f  a trade

Q uoted in ‘Conor Cruise O ’Brien condem ns pusillanim ous R hodesia p o licy ’. The Irish Tim es, 11 July 
1966.

A iken to Cordier, 23 July 1968, U C D A  Aiken Papers P 104/7062.
“  M cCann to Cremin, 26 March 1969, N A l DFA 2001 /43 /77 .

Frank Aiken (signed as Prionsias M acA ogain) to ed., The Irish  Tim es, 26 May 1969.
M cCann to Cremin, 26 March 1969, N A l DFA 2001 /43 /77 .
N ote , [Nolan?] to O ’Sullivan, 16 Sept. 1967, N A l D F A  2 0 0 0 /1 4 /2 6 7 .
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agreem ent w hich included that area, and the attendant publicity attached thereto, would 

prove detrim ental to the governm ent’s reputation. But w hile it made the Irish 

governm ent increasingly conscious o f  its policies, it was m ore reluctant to com prom ise 

them. The DEA argued that Ireland’s policies at the United N ations did ‘not require us 

to cut o f f  our trade with South A frica’. T h e y  did, however, require a re-exam ination 

o f  ‘the desirability o f  continuing to encourage officially the large expansion o f  that 

trade w hich has taken place in recent years’.^' Im ports from South A frica rose from 

£1,424,161 in 1965 to £2,378,930 in 1969, with a concurrent rise in exports from 

£153,620 in 1965 to £996,962 in 1969,^^ but even these statistics did not tell the full 

story. In M arch 1967, Elliot Zupnick, P rofessor o f  Econom ics at the City U niversity o f  

New York, delivered a paper in which he placed Ireland as one o f  South A frica’s 

‘m ajor trading partners’. Z u p n i c k ’s figures, Sean Ronan o f  the DEA com m ented, 

were another exam ple o f ‘the old problem  o f  Shannon’, t h e  free-trade zone statistics 

o f  which did not appear in the governm ent’s official trade returns.

The figures brought hom e to Irish officials that ‘it w asn’t a good approach to 

keep bending over backw ards to find w ays o f  living with all kinds o f  w ording’ in 

United N ations resolutions.^^ The Irish delegation had already extended itself to vote 

for increasingly radical resolutions on Rhodesia and South W est A frica, and continued 

this trend in its approach to South Africa. The language it adopted grew increasingly 

condem natory; it intervened at the Special Political C om m ittee debate in N ovem ber 

1968 ‘because o f  its b elief in the im portance o f  stressing and repeating that the world 

com m unity unequivocally rejected the principle upon w hich the policy o f  apartheid was 

based’. A t  the sam e com m ittee in 1969, the delegation voted in favour o f  the m ain 

resolution on apartheid, but in its explanation o f  vote m ade it clear it did not accept 

individual paragraphs w hich called for M em ber States to ‘prohibit financial and 

econom ic interests under their national jurisdiction from co-operating with South

™ Holmes to sec. DEA, 4 Dec. 1969, NAI DFA 96/3/95.
Ibid.
Figures for 1965 fi'om ‘Note for the Minister’s Information: Ireland’s attitude towards the Apartheid 

Policies o f  South African Government’, undated [Oct. 1969?], NAI DFA 96/3/95; and figures for 1969 
from ‘Trade with South Africa’, undated [March 1974?], NAI DFA 2005/4/11.
”  Telex, PMUN to DEA, 28 March 1969, NAI DFA 2001/43/77.

Hand-written note, Ronan to Holmes, 2 April 1969, ibid.
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A fr ic a ’, ‘an end to all international co -op eration  w ith  South A fr ic a ’, and for an 

em b argo on a ir lin e and sh ip p in g  se rv ic es  to  South  A frica.^’

T h e  G r o w t h  o f  t h e  Ir i s h  A n t i - A p a r t h e i d  M o v e m e n t

From  th e end o f  1967  the lA A M  b egan  to  h ave an in creasing  in flu en ce  in stim ulatin g  

p u b lic  d ebate. Its fortunes w ere c lo se ly  related to broader patterns o f  so c ia l ch an ge. O n  

5 January 1968 , R obert F ahey, a U C D  arts student from  R aheny, w rote  to the lA A M  to  

request in form ation  about its a im s and a ctiv ities . B y  h is ow n  ad m issio n , F ahey  k n ew  

little about the m ovem en t. H is characterisation  o f  it relied  h ea v ily  on m ed ia  d ep iction s  

o f  A m erican  c iv il rights protesters; ‘W h en ever 1 hear the w ord s “A nti-A parth eid  

M o v em en t” an im age o f  fo lk -sin g ers and C om m u n ists are [5 /c .] brought to  m in d .’ *̂ In 

a year o f  g lob a l protest that in flu en ce  w a s in escap ab le , in S w ed en , D enm ark and 

N o rw a y  the b oyco tt m ovem en t e v o lv e d  into a strong popular and p o litica l ex p ressio n  o f  

so lidarity  w ith  the A frican  liberation m ovem en ts. S w ed ish  so c ie ty  em b raced  d eb ate on  

international issu es and the in flu en ce  o f  the European N e w  L eft and the an ti-V ietn am  

w ar cam p aign  created  a broad-based  anti-im perial m ovem en t that exp an ded  d eb ate on  

southern A fr ica  far ou tsid e apartheid South  A frica . T h e p o litica l rep ercu ssion s o f  th is  

popular d eb ate w ere not lon g  in arriving. In 1969 the S w ed ish  govern m en t d ecid ed  to  

o ffer  o ffic ia l hum anitarian a ssistan ce  to  the P A IG C  in G u in ea -B issa u , the first direct 

support o f  its kind b etw een  a W estern  govern m en t and an A frican  liberation m ovem en t. 

In F in land, w h ere p u b lic  participation  in foreign  affa irs w a s at a lev e l sim ilar to Ireland, 

the e ffe c t  o f  g lo b a l m ed ia  and international protest m o v em en ts  w a s  a lso  c lear ly  v is ib le . 

T h e C om m ittee  o f  100, the F innish  S tu d en ts’ U N  A sso c ia tio n , and the South  A frican  

C om m ittee  had a role in stim ulatin g  debate on  southern A fr ica . A s  a resu lt, ‘F innish

so c ie ty  saw  a rise in activ ism  n ever exp er ien ced  be f ore ’ . 1968  b ecam e a ‘cru c ia l’
8 0

year, rad ica lisin g  p o litica l d iv is io n s  w ith in  F innish  so c ie ty .

G eo p o litica l and cultural d ifferen ces asid e, the p ara lle ls to the situation  in 

Ireland w ere o b v io u s . T he student strikes that sw ep t France, G erm any, Italy and Britain  

inspired a ctiv ists  in Ireland. C arol C oulter recalled  that D ub lin  in the su m m er o f  1968

Dennis Kennedy, ‘Apartheid -  a test o f  international consciences’, The Irish Times, 21 Jan. 1970.
Fahey to lAAM , 5 Jan. 1968, NLl lAAM  Papers Roll 3, Part 14.1.
Soiri and Peltola, Finland and southern Africa, p. 29.
Ibid.
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‘sparkled w ith excitem ent. The feeling, experienced by students and young people 

everywhere, that the world w as going to change and that we w ere the generation that
o  1 ,

was going to  bring this about, had taken ro o t.’ For others, the allure o f  the A m erican 

civil rights m ovem ent proved stronger. B ernadette Devlin o f  the B elfast-based People’s 

D em ocracy rejected the ideas o f  the ‘w eirdos’ in Paris and London; ‘w e saw ourselves 

basically as blacks. M any o f  us w eren ’t even aw are that we lived in ghettos until we

discovered the black ghettos and said, th a t’s our position, w e’re all stuck here on the
82edge o f  tow ns with the w orst social conditions.’ The radicalisation o f  protest in 

Northern Ireland had a visible effect south o f  the border on a population shedding w hat 

Fergal Tobin called ‘the m antle o f  national innocence’.*̂  The advent o f  television and 

mass m edia m ade the ‘six ties’ w hat A rthur M arw ick described as ‘very m uch the age o f  

“spectacle” ’,*'* and Ireland was no different. Tobin recalled that Irish society began to 

‘behave in a fashion that approxim ated m ore and more to the broader A nglo-A m erican 

and W estern European culture w hich w as characteristic o f  the developed capitalist 

wor l d’. I t  m ade the reception o f  ideas and public activism  all the m ore popular, 

particularly on such a relatively straightforw ard m oral issue as apartheid.

The lA A M ’s experience o f  those changes fitted into broader global patterns o f  

protest m ovem ent activity. In the exchanges described by Doug M cA dam  and Dieter 

Rucht, the successful adoption o f  ideas betw een m ovem ents depended ‘on the interplay 

o f  relational and non-relational channels’.*  ̂ In Ireland, the latter w as visible in 

C oulter’s references to Europe in 1968, D evlin’s evocation o f  the A m erican civil rights 

m ovem ent, and F ahey’s characterisation o f  the lAAM . Students and others who 

travelled to the United States brought back ideas from the streets and university 

cam puses. A t an lA A M  m eeting in A pril 1965, Peadar O ’D onnell, a veteran Irish 

republican also involved with Irish V oice on V ietnam , spoke proudly o f ‘the new s that

Carol Coulter, ‘A view  from the south’, in Michael Farrell (ed.), Twenty years on (D ingle, 1988), p.
106.

Quoted in Ronald Fraser, with Daniel Bertaux, Bret Enyon, Ronald Grele, Beatrix le Wita, Daniele 
Linhart, Luisa Passerini, Jochen Staadt, and Annemarie Troger, 1968: a student generation in revolt 
(London, 1988), p. 205.
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at a public m eeting in Dublin apartheid was denounced and the A labam a m archers 

acclaim ed’/^  In addition to these exchanges, the lA A M  could rely on relational 

channels in its links with other anti-apartheid groups. K ader and Louise A sm al’s 

personal connections with the British AAM  were im portant in the transfer o f  ideas and 

continued dialogue between the two m ovem ents. Cam paign literature, posters, flyers, 

and, occasionally, financial assistance from the British m ovem ent greatly helped its 

Irish counterpart, though the exchange w as not solely in one direction. K ader Asmal 

rem em bered that the two m ovem ents ‘shared inform ation, we shared m aterial, we often 

ran cam paigns jo in tly  with them , or we picked up on cam paigns that they had started 

and inaugurated’.** The lA A M  also looked to other m ovem ents for inspiration. Kader 

A sm al’s m em bership o f  the AN C fostered a close association with that organisation, its 

aim s and objectives. The lA A M ’s involvem ent with IDAF and participation in 

international conferences and sem inars on southern A frica created an open exchange o f  

ideas and strengthened its international links. In M arch 1966, for exam ple, the British 

AAM  hosted a m eeting o f  anti-apartheid groups from Denmark, France, Holland, 

N orw ay, Sweden, the United States, and Ireland, ‘at which there was a valuable 

interchange o f  ideas’.*^

The im portance o f  those exchanges and o f  international m edia influence 

how ever should not obscure the distinctly Irish character o f  the m ovem ent. The 

borrow ed structures, m ethods, ideas, and cam paigns w ere adapted to an Irish context. 

M ost im portantly, the m ovem ent attem pted to frame Irish support for southern A frica 

in a m anner that closely paralleled the Irish governm ent’s description o f  the state’s 

identity in the debates on decolonisation at the United N ations. It based its call for 

m em bers on the assertion that ‘[t]he Irish people have alw ays opposed oppression. As 

the first country in this century to take up arm s for national freedom , the A frican people 

look especially to us for help .’^° In a 1965 pam phlet, it called on the Irish governm ent 

‘to let no pressures or considerations o f  expediency deter it from acting on apartheid in

Q uoted in ‘Speakers criticise Irish governm ent’, The Irish Tim es, 10 April 1965.
Interview with Asm al (1 9  April 2006).
Roger F ieidhouse, A nti-A partheid: a h istory  o f  the m ovem en t in B rita in  -  a s tu d y  in p re ssu re  g rou p  

p o litic s  (London, 2005), p. 248.
Undated lA A M  leaflet [1964?], U C D A  D esm ond Papers P 22I.
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a way that is consonant with the Irish people’s love o f freedom’.^’ The similarities were 

extended to create a direct bond between the Irish struggle for independence and the 

contemporary struggle in southern Africa. At the outset o f his visit to Ireland to mark 

South African Freedom Day on 26 June 1968, ANC President Oliver Tambo placed a 

wreath on the graves o f the victims o f the 1916 rising at Arbour Hill, on behalf o f  the 

‘freedom fighters’ o f  South Africa.^^

The emphasis on history and the Irish colonial experience formed part o f  a 

further attempt to follow the example o f the ANC and the British AAM to seek ‘a broad 

political image’ and appeal to as wide a cross section o f society as p o s s ib le .T h e  

lAAM ’s first chairman was Ernest Wood, a Senior Counsel, and its list o f  sponsors 

included members o f all political parties and a broad cross-section o f Irish society. In 

recognition that ‘you were legit if you had somebody with a Roman collar, and you 

were respectable’, t h e  movement invited Father Austin Flannery, editor o f the 

Catholic journal Doctrine and Life and active on Dublin’s housing crisis, to take a place 

on the committee. What it lacked in official religious support, the movement enjoyed in 

‘an enormous amount o f  support from individuals in the churches because they saw it 

as a moral issue’. T h a t  did not mean, as Greg Spelman claims, that Catholic 

missionaries had a ‘substantial’ influence on the lAAM.^^ Instead they provided a 

considerable moral justification for its efforts that legitimised its aims in the eyes o f the 

Irish public. The same could be said o f the other Christian churches, whose authorities 

exhibited an equal reluctance but whose ordinary followers the lAAM also counted as 

active supporters. Reverend Dr Terence McCaughey, Presbyterian minister and lecturer 

in Irish at Trinity College, was invited to take a role on the committee early in its 

existence, and later became chairman o f the movement.

The lAAM adapted its approach to the demands o f the times. Left-wing groups 

like Connolly Youth, the Communist Party o f Ireland (CPI), the Maoist 

Internationalists, and Sinn Fein were important to its success though the lAAM, like its

Irish Anti-Apartheid M ovem ent, Ire la n d  an d  South A frica: the ca se  aga in st a p a rth e id  (D ublin , 1965), 
p. 5.

L ionel F lem ing, ‘African seeks help in freedom fight’, The Irish Times, 27  June 1968.
Y\e.\AY\o\iSt, A n ti-A partheid , p. 57.
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British counterpart, preferred to keep them ‘largely out o f  sight’.^̂  The importance o f 

trade union support in the success o f the boycott movements in the Nordic states, and 

the British AAM ’s recognition o f  the importance o f  the unions (in 1964 it set up a 

special sub-committee to deal with trade union work) did not go unnoticed. Donal 

Nevin o f ICTU, Mick Reilly o f  the Amalgamated Transport and General W orkers’ 

Union (ATGWU), and Communist Party member Mick Mullen o f  the Irish Transport 

and General W orkers’ Union (ITGWU) offered consistent support from the beginning. 

ITCU’s Barry Desmond became the movement’s first honorary secretary, a position he 

held until 1969 when his election to the Dail led him to resign his post in the lAAM. 

Desmond and his colleagues’ attempts to court trade union support built on familiar 

grounds: shared worker solidarity and the strong if fractured links between trade 

unionism and republicanism in Ireland. The movement held seminars, meetings, and 

conferences to stimulate the interest o f trade union members in southern Africa. On 9 

September 1966, for example, it organised an Irish trade union conference on apartheid 

in (of all places) the Shelbourne Hotel, Dublin, titled ‘Brother Lend a Hand’. It placed 

the aims firmly in keeping with Ireland’s colonial past. During the day’s debate, 

Charles McCarthy, General Secretary o f the Vocational Teachers’ Association, ‘pointed 

out that Ireland’s struggle with England 40 years ago was greatly aided by the 

conscience o f the world, which opposed Britain’s rule; and that it was a duty for Ireland 

to assume a stand which the opinion o f the world needed today against apartheid’.®*

The lAAM ’s aim to educate led it to target secondary school pupils to whom it 

provided information leaflets and speakers and for whom it held a schools’ conference 

on racism, and an annual essay competition. They joined with university students -  

another mainstay o f Western anti-apartheid groups -  and trade unionists in offering 

considerable support to lAAM campaigns and demonstrations. In its everyday work, 

however, the movement relied on a core committee o f  fifteen to twenty individuals who 

formulated campaigns, produced its literature -  a monthly newsletter, Amandla, an 

annual report, and occasional pamphlets -  and organised the movement’s activities. The 

forceful character o f Kader Asmal had a strong influence on proceedings, though the

F\e\dhouse, Anti-Apartheid, p. 57.
‘Irish Trade Union Conference on Apartheid’, lA A M N ew sletter, Vol. 11 (Oct. 1966), UCDA Desmond 

Papers P 221.
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voices o f  his colleagues on the com m ittee -  occasionally leading to fundamental 

disagreem ent -  ensured that he did not dom inate.

The m ovem ent’s aim s were simple: ‘to inform  the people o f  Ireland about 

apartheid’; to cam paign for international action and action by the Irish governm ent; ‘to 

co-operate with and support South African organisations cam paigning against 

apartheid’; and ‘to co-operate w ith and support the Defence and Aid Fund’.^  ̂ As they 

suggested, the lA A M ’s role in m obilising Irish support and encouraging political action 

on the part o f  the Irish governm ent w as inseparable from its responsibilities as part o f  

the global cam paign against apartheid. Its cultural boycott o f  South A frica, supported 

by a broad base o f  Irish playw rights, poets and authors, the relatively unsuccessful 

econom ic boycott, and other m inor cam paigns contributed to this international debate.

T hey could not com pete, however, either in their effectiveness in stim ulating 

debate or their effect on southern Africa, with the sports boycott. Sport was at the heart 

o f  w hite society in Rhodesia and South A frica and offered an opportunity to com pete 

against the best in the world. G odw in and H ancock’s study o f  w hite Rhodesian society 

noted that its population ‘deified their heroes and relied upon their national team s to 

restore or sustain national mor al e’. I n  1977, a survey o f  w hite South Africans 

identified the loss o f  international sport as one o f  the three m ost dam aging 

consequences o f  a p a r t h e i d . F o r  the A fricans w ho suffered under segregation, 

apartheid laws in education, health, voting, housing, and access to am enities greatly 

reduced their ability to com pete with w hite athletes. The South A frican N on-Racial 

O lym pic Com m ittee (SA N RO C) led the international cam paign against apartheid in 

sport and in 1968 its pressure was crucial in securing the w ithdraw al o f  the 

International O lym pic C om m ittee’s invitation to the w hite South A frican team for the 

O lym pic G am es in M exico City after African states threatened to boycott the event. 

The boycott created a ‘paranoid obsession’ am ong w hite South A fricans rooted in what 

Rob N ixon described as ‘an ethnic nationalist exasperation at being denied ju st such

‘Constitution’, undated [May 1965?], NLl lAAM  Papers Roll 1, Part 1.
Godwin and Hancock, 'Rhodesians never d ie ’, p. 38.
Rob Nixon, ‘Apartheid on the run: the South African sports boycott’. Transition, No. 58 (1992), pp. 
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opportunities to compensate for the smallness o f their population, their geographical 

marginality, and their political ostracism ’.

It had an equally significant impact in the West, where sporting campaigns 

‘gave vital impetus to local anti-apartheid movements’ through the visual 

representation o f segregation they afforded. Encouraged by Kader Asm al’s friendship 

with Dennis Brutus, the head o f SANROC, the lAAM was quick to capitalise on its 

potential. On 29 May 1964, just over a month after it was formed, it organised a picket 

at the Iveagh Grounds in Crumlin. Dublin, at an international match between a South 

African bowling team and the Bowling League o f Ireland. In October o f the same year 

it made the 1965 visit o f  the South African rugby team the focus o f  its activities. The 

campaign epitomised the status o f  the lAAM, its relationship with the Irish 

government, and public receptiveness to international issues at that point. Politically, it 

was moderately successful. The President, Eamon de Valera, acceded to the 

movement’s request not to attend the international at Lansdowne Road on 10 April 

1965 and the DEA warned that the receipt o f the South African players by the President 

at Aras an Uachtarain ‘would be bound to give rise to an outcry by the Anti-Apartheid 

Movement and it might be better for the President to avoid it’.'°'* Among the general 

public, the campaign had mixed success. lAAM protesters picketed the matches and 

some sections o f the population proved willing to engage with the issue. One rugby 

supporter sent Louise Asmal his tickets for the Lansdowne Road match -  ‘which 

unfortunately I had to buy’ -  with the instruction that she ‘[u]se them entirely at your 

discretion. Two brave black S[outh] Africans should be able to create quite a din if  

given them .’ ’'̂ ^

Singing the American civil rights anthem ‘We Shall Overcome’, the 350 

protesters who marched from St Stephen’s Green to Lansdowne Road on 10 April were 

evidence o f  the minor, though not insignificant, levels o f support for the campaign. 

Their numbers, praised by the lAAM as ‘very heartening’, w e r e  not sufficient to 

rouse widespread public attention in the week o f  a general election. Four days

Ibid., p. 73.
Ibid., p. 70.
Hand-written note, Ronan to Ennis, 1 April 1965, NAI DFA 305/94 VI.
Minch to Louise Asmal, undated [March/April 1965?], NLI lAAM  Papers Roll 5. 
Quoted in ‘Protests at international rugby match’, The Irish Times, 12 April 1965.
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previously, only fifteen people had protested at the m atch between the Springboks and 

a C om bined Irish U niversities side in Lim erick. A lthough several prom inent politicians, 

public figures, and organisations such as the Union o f  Students in Ireland indicated 

their support for the lA A M ’s cam paign, the lack o f  a large trade union presence 

ham pered its success. The Irish public w as not sufficiently inform ed or roused from 

apathy to  engage w idely w ith the issue put before it. The M inister for A griculture 

Charles H aughey m ay not have attended the match, but his explanation w as indicative 

o f  m any attitudes tow ards the tour: ‘As I never go to rugby m atches the question o f 

attending, or refusing to attend, does not a rise .’

T h e  1 9 7 0  S p r in g b o k  R u g b y  T o u r

Progress w as gradual. In O ctober 1966 about 100 dem onstrators, including a large 

proportion o f  A frican students, m arched to the National Stadium in D ublin to  protest 

against an international boxing m atch between Ireland and an all-w hite South African 

team. Inside, the m atch took place in front o f  a full house, and, Sean Ronan o f  the DEA 

com m ented, the protest ‘did not seem to attract any great interest or suppor t ’ . I n  spite 

o f  its failure, the protest m aintained the lA A M ’s visibility. The m essage slow ly began 

to perm eate through Irish society. In 1968 the lAAM  am ended its constitution to 

include all o f  southern A frica and continued its focus on the sports boycott. With 

SA N R O C ’s assistance, it ran cam paigns against Irish participation in that year’s 

O lym pic G am es and another calling for the w ithdraw al o f  Irish rugby internationals 

from the British and Irish L ions’ tour o f  South A frica that sum m er. In the same year 

that the Security Council adopted com prehensive sanctions against Rhodesia, the 

m ovem ent persuaded the Irish Ploughing A ssociation not to send com petitors to the 

W orld P loughing Cham pionship in the rebel state.

The cam paigns had tw o im portant lessons. The first was em bodied in a 

com m ent by Tony Foley, secretary o f  the Draftsm en and A llied Technicians 

Association, w ho at the press conference to  launch the L ions’ cam paign indicated his 

regret ‘that the trade unions were not playing the dom inant role they should be in the

Haughey to Desmond, 11 March 1965, NLI lAAM  Papers Roll 7, Part 25.1, 
Ronan to Cremin, 31 Oct. 1966, NAI DFA 96/3/96.
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Anti-A partheid M ovem ent’.'®  ̂ The second related to the difficulties o f  translating

m oral support into direct action, and in persuading the Irish governm ent to  support the

lA A M ’s cause. The governm ent rem ained adam ant that it could not ‘interfere with

sporting or sim ilar com petitions on political grounds’; it could only ‘m ake it clear to

those in the countries concerned that the Irish people strongly condem n the policy o f

discrim ination practised by the authorities involved’. ” *̂ At the same tim e, the lA A M ’s

activities increasingly created tension between the relationship o f  the Irish people with

‘the children o f  the Boers w hose own struggle once excited deep sym pathy in

Ireland’, ' ”  and the fact that public opinion, expressed here in the case o f  R hodesia, was

prim arily ‘ar thaobh gnath-m huintir A fraiceach na tire [on the side o f  the ordinary
112A fricans o f  the country]’. By 1969, thanks to the m inor successes it enjoyed and the 

changes in Irish society, the m ovem ent felt itself in a position to capitalise on this 

undercurrent o f  popular support. Its cam paign against the South African rugby tour, to 

arrive in Ireland in January 1970, formed the focal point for its efforts, but there were 

other indicators o f  the m ovem ent’s popularity.

The lAAM  was conscious that to translate this moral sym pathy into positive 

governm ent action required the cultivation o f  the kind o f  cross-party political support 

so im portant to the success o f  the public cam paigns in the Nordic states. In June 1969 it 

sent a questionnaire to all candidates in the forthcom ing general election to ascertain 

their views on southern Africa. The results revealed a great deal about the m ovem ent’s 

support base. O f the 74 overw helm ingly positive responses, alm ost h a lf (36) cam e from 

Dublin candidates, indicating the D ublin-centred nature o f  the m ovem en t.''^  It drew 

m ost o f  its support from the Labour Party, w hose thirty-eight replies m ade up a 

disproportionately large num ber o f  the total. Labour TD M ichael O ’Leary responded to 

the question ‘[h]ave you any suggestions that m ight help us?’ by answ ering simply, 

‘Vote Labour’."'^ O utside that base, there existed a notable cross-party agreem ent on 

the issue. Senator G arret F itzG erald, a Fine Gael candidate, noted the potential for

‘Killanin and “Lions” under fire’, Irish Press, 27 March 1968.
Ennis to Kader Asmal, lAAM , 5 March 1968, NLI lAAM Papers Roll 7, Part 25.1.
‘Statement for Delivery on 31 October, 1967 by the Representative o f  Ireland, N. Dorr, in the General 
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differences on questions such as sanctions, but stated tliat ‘all the Irish political parties 

w ere opposed to apartheid’. ''^  The lA A M  itself, defining itse lf as ‘a strictly non-party 

political organisation’, prom oted named candidates from all parties associated with the 

m ovem ent.”  ̂ But the results also indicated the m ovem ent’s lim itations. The num ber o f  

responses from outgoing T D s (thirteen) and Fianna Fail candidates (eight) was low. 

A iken regarded the questionnaire as having little im portance,"^ and this underm ined 

Fianna Fail Senator (and lA A M  supporter) Eoin R yan’s assertion that his party ’s 

candidates had not replied since they ‘were aw are that the view s o f  the party  had been 

consistently  expressed at the U nited N ations, and w ere w ell-know n’."*  The m ovem ent 

itse lf knew that there w ere ‘very few votes to be won by a public statem ent o f  issues 

touching upon race’."^

It could at least count itself part o f  the way tow ards achieving its goal o f  

influencing official policy. The cam paign against the 1968 Lions tour taught it that, 

w hile w hite South A fricans’ exclusion from international com petition in other sports 

was ‘uhim ately expendable’, rugby was central to South A frican, particularly 

Afrikaner, identity, and by extension that o f  the Rhodesian m i n o r i t y . W i t h  the lAAM  

increasing its influence in Ireland, events in Britain focussed public interest on the 

apartheid issue. The inclusion o f  ‘coloured’ South A frican-born cricketer Basil 

D ’O liveira in the England squad and the subsequent cancellation o f  E ngland’s tour o f  

South A frica in 1968 inspired a group o f  anti-apartheid activists ( ‘Stop the Seventy 

T our’) to protest against a proposed return tour. W hat began as a trial run for the cricket 

tour quickly focussed on the South African (Springbok) 25-m atch rugby tour o f  Britain 

and Ireland scheduled to begin in O ctober 1969. The direct nature o f  the protests 

revealed a great deal about student confidence across Europe and the U nited States in 

the late 1960s. S tudent dem onstrations against a Davis Cup tennis m atch betw een 

Sweden and Rhodesia at Bastad in M ay 1968 have been viewed as ‘the first m ajor

‘Candidates are against apartheid’, The Irish Times, 12 June 1969.
‘General E \tc\\on ', Amandla, Vol. 4, No. 5 (May 1969).
Aiken to O ’Connor, 6 June 1969, N A l DFA 96/3/93.
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m anifestation in Sweden o f  the 1968 w orldw ide student revolt’, '^ ' and the protests 

against apartheid in Dublin w ere sym ptom atic o f  the radicalisation o f  protest on the 

island o f  Ireland. In July 1969 the lA A M  staged a protest against a cricket m atch 

between Ireland and an all-w hite South A frican team  selected by South African 

businessm an W ilfred Isaacs. D om inated by a C o-ordinating Com m ittee A gainst 

Racialism  (CA RA ) formed specially for the tour and m ade up o f  ‘m em bers o f  various 

left-w ing gr oups ’, t h e  protest quickly becam e m ore radical than the lAAM  

envisaged. W hile the m ovem ent picketed the entrances to  the Leinster C ricket Ground 

in Rathm ines, m em bers o f  CARA threw  sm oke bom bs on to the field o f  play, and three 

o f  its m em bers sat on the crease and had to be rem oved by Gardaf. The angry scenes 

w ere repeated in Britain, where the radical tactics o f  Stop the Seventy T our’s organisers 

alm ost led the British AAM  not to participate in its cam paign. The protests them selves 

w ere sporadically successful. Tw o m atches were cancelled -  in Oxford due to the 

destruction caused by protesters who sprayed ‘Oxford Rejects A partheid’ in w eedkiller 

on the pitch; and in Belfast, scheduled for 29 Novem ber, due to the threat the match 

posed ‘to the preservation o f  peace and the m aintenance o f  order ’ -  and on 20 

Decem ber, around 5,000 people turned up at the dem onstration at the international 

against England at Twickenham .

T heir efforts could not, as the head o f  Stop the Seventy Tour Peter Hain noted, 

com pete with the reaction that the South A fricans received in Ireland in January 

1970.'^“* T he latter campaign benefited greatly from the publicity afforded to the 

Springboks’ tour o f  Britain and the protests surrounding it. By the tim e the tour arrived 

in Ireland, the lAAM  and the Irish public were ready with their response. The 

m ovem ent began its campaign early. On 8 January 1969, N oel Harris w rote to the 

secretary o f  the Irish Rugby Football Union (IRFU) to  m ake ‘a final appeal ... to 

reconsider your invitation’ to the S p r i n g b o k s . T h e  IR FU ’s response was 

unsurprising: w ithin its jurisdiction  it perm itted ‘the playing o f  m atches by its m em bers 

against any team , regardless o f  race, nationality or political affiliations, which conform s
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‘Protesters on cricket pitch’, Irish Press, 21 July 1969.
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to the accepted principles and disciplines o f  am ateur rugby footbal l ’. T h e  lA A M ’s 

letters to all Irish rugby clubs, leaflets at club m atches, pickets, and public m eetings in 

opposition to the tour did little to  change the IR FU ’s attitudes. The latter ‘em phatically 

denied that by playing against the South A frican team  Irish rugby players would
127support racial discrim ination in sport’. Playing the m atch was not an endorsem ent o f  

racism, it claim ed, and as a body it existed ‘solely to foster, control and safeguard the 

gam e o f  am ateur rugby in Ireland’ and w ould not ‘engage or take sides in any political 

controversy or ag itation’.'^*

The success o f  the lA A M ’s cam paign therefore lay not in its im pact on the 

IRFU but in the broad support it enlisted am ong the Irish public. In eliciting trade union 

support, it built on what M ichael M ullen called ‘one o f  the avow ed principles for which 

the trade union m ovem ent stands, i.e. the brotherhood o f  m an’.'^^ The trade unions at 

times drew  criticism , particularly their suggestion o f  a m edia boycott, but the 

organisation they offered was central to the success o f  the protests. It provided the 

lAAM  with the support o f  a sector o f  the population sorely m issing in the m ovem ent’s 

previous cam paigns. It was not its sole success; the varied backgrounds o f  the 131 

signatories to an lAAM  declaration condem ning the tour in D ecem ber 1969 indicated 

the support it enjoyed am ong ‘Irish men and wom en from all walks o f  life’.'^° 

O rganisations as diverse as Bray Literary and D ebating Society and Sinn Fein came out 

in opposition to the tour, and three rugby clubs -  Grey stones, Palm erston, and Trinity 

College -  refused to allow  their grounds to be used for training purposes.

The breadth o f  this support did not go unnoticed by the Irish governm ent. In 

October 1969 Noel Dorr, an official at the Irish M ission to the United Nations, 

com m ented that ‘recent developm ents in Dublin on the question o f  our attitude to 

A partheid’ m eant that the question w as likely to be ‘a particularly sensitive one for us 

this year’.'^ ' The lAAM  attem pted to capitalise on this discom fort. In O ctober 1969 it 

suggested to the Taoiseach, Jack Lynch, that ‘a restatem ent o f  your attitude to apartheid 

in sport w ould be o f  great significance and w ould be a concrete m anifestation o f

Towers to Harris, 31 March 1969, ibid.
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Ireland’s policy as expressed at the United Nat i ons’. A  further letter called on the 

Taoiseach to ‘prohibit the all-w hite South African rugby team from entering Ireland’.

To the lA A M ’s disappointm ent, Lynch stood firm on the governm ent’s policy on 

sporting contacts. This corresponded closely with policy on the exclusion o f  South 

Africa from the United N ations, as Lynch told the organisation: ‘I am not satisfied that 

the refusal o f  all contacts, including sporting contacts, with citizens o f  a country whose 

G overnm ent practises discrim ination is necessarily the best way to end it.’ '̂ "* N or could 

the governm ent ‘go so far as to interfere with sporting or sim ilar com petitions on 

political grounds’. I t s  confidence could not disguise the success o f  the lA A M ’s 

pressure. President de V alera declined an invitation to attend the match, though he 

‘gave no explanation but ju s t said he was unable to at t end’. T h e  Taoiseach and all 

Cabinet M inisters also declined to attend, and the DEA adm itted privately that it 

‘w ould not be distressed if  the visit w ere cancel l ed’. I n  response to a request from 

the D epartm ent o f  Defence, it recom m ended that the N um ber 1 A rm y Band, which 

traditionally played at internationals, ‘should not be m ade available on this 

occasion’.'^*

In January 1970, after m onths o f  cam paigning to stop the tour, the lAAM  

changed its em phasis ‘to m ake the opposition to the tour so clear that no future 

invitation will be issued to a racialist South A frican team ’.'^^ In fact, it benefited m ore 

from the exposure afforded to its protests than if  the tour had been cancelled. Terence 

M cCaughey recalled the to u r’s im pact am ong m iddle-class Protestants: ‘Some o f  them 

were very very angry and against it, but at least they were angry, instead o f  ju s t 

ignoring us.’ '"'® A ustin Flannery em phasised that ‘the im portant thing was that there 

was a large crow d o f  Irish people [who] cam e together to protest about apartheid’.''*' 

The Springboks’ visit becam e a central new s story for the duration o f  their stay. On 

their arrival at Dublin airport on 7 January, the Springboks w ere met by sixty
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protesters, and som e sym pathetic rugby follow ers. The Starlight Hotel in Bray, w here 

they stayed for the duration o f  their visit to Dublin, took on ‘the appearance o f  a place 

under siege. Gardai protected every point, inside and out; the front doors were barred; 

the rear entrances w ere barricaded w ith vans and the fences were topped with barbed 

w ire.’ ’"*̂ An attem pt w as m ade to throw  a hom e-m ade bomb at the hotel, and several 

fake bom b w arnings w ere phoned to  its m anagem ent. On 9 January, the day before the 

match, there w ere clashes betw een the G ardai and protesters outside Leinster House 

after Fine Gael TD Dr Hugh Byrne, branded ‘Fine G ael’s Enoch Pow ell’ by protesters, 

invited the Springboks on a tour o f  the prem ises.

The follow ing day an estim ated 8,000 protesters m arched from Parnell Square 

to Lansdow ne Road, w here the international took place. The radical politics o f  the 

period w ent hand in hand with the lA A M ’s broad support base. The march was led by 

the ITGW U band, w hose m em bers w alked alongside the W orkers’ Union o f  Ireland, 

the Dublin Trades Council, the A TG W U , Bray Trades Council, Lim erick Trades 

Council, and o ther trade union activists. Protesters from C onnolly Youth and the Young 

Socialists with ‘short anoraks, long hair’ lined up alongside the trade unionists with 

their ‘short hair, long coa ts’.'"*̂  Banners from all Irish political parties were visible, as 

well as those o f  Coiste C earta Sibhialta na G aeltachta, People’s Dem ocracy, Students 

for Dem ocratic A ction, and other social m ovem ents. The march was headed by Patrick 

Lynch (Professor o f  Econom ics in UCD and chairm an o f  the lA AM ), B ernadette 

Devlin, C onor C ruise O ’Brien, and A lec Foster (a form er Irish international). A t the 

ground itself. G arret F itzG erald, N oel Browne and several m em bers o f  the lAAM  

picketed the supporters who attended the match.

The m arch passed o f f  with only a few m inor incidents. G ardai had to step in to 

halt the exchanges o f  stones, fruit and eggs that flew between rugby supporters and 

m archers at the ground. Inside, Lansdow ne Road ‘resem bled an arm ed cam p’.'̂ *̂  The 

small crowd o f  19,000 w atched from behind a cordon o f  barbed w ire and a five-foot 

barrier o f  straw. That sense o f  siege and conflict extended to the protesters them selves. 

The ‘w h iff o f  N orthern a ir’ the m arch brought to Dublin was not confined to the
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prominence o f Bernadette Devlin and People’s Democracy.''*^ On the evening o f the 

match, there were further scuffles between Gardai and members o f People’s 

Democracy, Young Socialists, and the Connolly Youth Movement outside the Royal 

Hibernian Hotel, where the IRFU treated the Springboks to dinner. Some o f the 

protesters followed the Springboks to Limerick for their match against Munster on 14 

January. There they met with more fierce opposition from locals who supported the 

Springboks and rejected perceived interference from Dublin. The limits to the lAAM ’s 

support were exposed in a traditional rugby heartland. Local Labour Party TD Steve 

Coughlan clashed with fellow Labour Party member Barry D e s m o n d , a n d  the 

protesters were branded ‘left-wing political perverts’ by l o c a l s . T h e  local press 

backed the Springboks, and the Limerick Leader worried at the spread o f Maoism in the 

city.

C o n c l u s io n

In spite o f the presence o f only 400 protesters, and the counter-protests, the lAAM was 

happy with its success in Limerick, describing it as a ‘good demonstration’.'"'* The 

huge public and media interest in the events had the added bonus o f involving an ever- 

widening number o f  people in the movement. The vocal support base and the cross- 

section o f interest it involved gave an added legitimacy to the movement’s aims and its 

negotiating power with the Irish government. Where once it might have been dismissed 

as a movement dominated by communists and ‘Trinity pinks’, the lAAM could now 

validly claim to speak for a large proportion o f  the Irish population. One IRFU official 

later admitted that had the tour began in Ireland, the matches would almost certainly 

have been cancelled.'"'^ The Springbok protests, and its precursor against the South 

African cricket tour, spoke volumes about Ireland in 1970. The Irish Press felt the 

march ‘marked the coming o f age o f the politics o f  the street’; it was symptomatic o f 

the rejection o f ‘everything symbolising the State’ among the youth in Western

‘The Outdoor L ife’, TTie Irish Times, 12 Jan. 1970.
For Desmond’s side o f  the story, see Barry Desmond, Finally and in conclusion: a po litica l memoir 

(Dublin, 2000), pp. 158-9.
‘Scuffles as pro-’Boks group march’, Irish Press, 14 Jan. 1970 
\K k M ,A m m a lR ep o r t 7969-70 (Dublin, 1970), no page numbers.
Interview with McCaughey (30 Aug. 2005).

140



dem ocratic s o c i e t y . I t  w as no longer enough to view Ireland and its societal change 

in isolated term s; the influence o f  international m edia im ages and the tactics o f  

international protest m ovem ents changed the environm ent o f  debate and interaction 

between the Irish public and its governm ent. The Irish cam paign against the Springbok 

tour was inextricably linked to w ider protests, first in the British Isles, and secondly in 

the global cam paign against apartheid. H ow ever bem used the Springbok team  and its 

s ta ff m ay have been at the reaction they received, it brought hom e to the South A fricans 

the w eight o f  public opinion against apartheid, at least in sport, and led indirectly to the 

introduction o f  the pseudo-integration laws in sport in 1971 and 1976.

The lA A M ’s success in persuading the Irish governm ent to boycott the m atch 

and the latter’s nervousness surrounding the tour indicated a radically d ifferent policy

m aking environm ent to that w hich had prevailed earlier in the 1960s. Then foreign 

policy had been the sole preserve o f  A iken and the officials in the DEA, its influence at 

the United N ations General A ssem bly o f  param ount im portance to the Irish governm ent 

and its assertion o f  an independent role in international affairs. The situation looked a 

lot different in 1970. A iken had been replaced as M inister in July 1969 by Patrick 

Hillery, a younger man m ore w illing to em brace dialogue. The lessons o f  the N igerian 

civil w ar (see chapters five and six) and the lA A M ’s cam paigns taught Irish officials 

that they could no longer exclude public opinion in the form ulation o f  foreign policy. 

The stronger language and voting pattern adopted at the United N ations testified to an 

Irish delegation struggling to com e to term s with this increased influence from below 

and the pressures from the continued redefinition o f  the role o f  m oderate states like 

Ireland in the international system .

The extent o f  that change w as more than evident to officials in the DEA. In his 

M ay 1970 response to a request from H illery to investigate future roles for Ireland at 

the United Nations, Sean R onan was pessim istic. He com m ented that ‘it was very 

difficult any m ore to think o f  initiatives, even in the disarm am ent field w here we still 

had a part to play and that the only really new  initiatives in the UN in the last couple o f  

years had been the Swedish one on the Environm ent Conference and the Dutch one last 

year on hijacking.’ '^ ' Later that year his colleague Crem in w rote an assessm ent o f

‘Street P o litics’, /m / ;  PrcM , 12 Jan. 1970.
Ronan to Crem in, 21 M ay 1970, N A I DFA 417/220 .
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Ireland’s standing at the United Nations since it jo ined in 1955 that carried an equal 

degree o f  realism and pessim ism  for the state’s future role. The Irish public, Crem in 

asserted, ‘tended to overestim ate, or wrongly assess, our standing in the O rganisation at 

given t i mes’. I n  the General Assem bly o f  1970, ‘the need for interm ediaries o f  the 

kind who proved useful in the late ’50s [was] no longer so great . ’ The A fro-A sian 

reaction to the ‘Irish Form ula’ in the debate on South W est A frica in 1967 was a perfect 

exam ple o f  this change; A iken’s attem pt to propose a solution based on his and the 

o ther European m oderates’ interpretation o f  the proper use o f  the U nited N ations’ 

institutions met with A fro-A sian intransigence. The pow er o f  the latter m ade Ireland’s 

realistic appraisal o f  the situation, based on the need to secure Security Council support 

for an end to South A frica’s m andate, unworkable, even as it adopted ‘a stronger line 

than the Africans them selves’.' '̂*

W hile Crem in and R onan’s appraisal o f  Ireland’s role in international politics 

carried a great degree o f  accuracy, it was perhaps too narrow an appraisal o f  the 

potential Irish contribution to international relations. It w as not enough to excuse the 

Irish governm ent’s inaction sim ply on the changed nature o f  the United N ations. The 

actions o f  the Nordic governm ents, including Finland who, in spite o f  its relatively 

conservative approach to international affairs, adopted a m ore active approach to the 

southern African question from the end o f  the 1960s, showed that considerable scope 

existed to pursue a constructive approach outside the narrow confines o f  the General 

A ssem bly. W hether through the other institutions o f  the United N ations, such as the 

U N ETPSA  and UNTFSA or through their engagem ent in direct dialogue with the 

national liberation m ovem ents, the Nordic states (and the N etherlands, w hich adopted a 

sim ilar line) took on an increasingly im portant role in prom oting the end o f  m inority 

rule in southern Africa by adopting a flexible approach to their principles o f  foreign 

affairs. In the early 1970s, the lA A M  put increasing pressure on the Irish governm ent to 

do the same. How it reacted testified to its adaptation to its changing world role.

Cremin to Ronan, 10 Sept. 1970, ibid.
Ibid.
‘Aiken asks UN to act in S-W Africa’, The Irish Times, 12 Dec. 1967.
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5
Biafi*a: Ireland, Nigeria and the Politics o f Civil War

O pposition in principle to apartheid and racial segregation in southern A frica and 

support for the decolonisation process earlier in the decade were alm ost entirely 

uncontroversial. The principles publicly espoused by all parties -  the right o f  subject 

peoples to self-determ ination and political freedom  -  built on historic references to 

Ireland’s own past. In the conduct o f  its foreign policy, the Irish governm ent continued 

to rely on those principles to inform and direct its approach. The rise o f  the Afro-Asian 

group at the United N ations tem pered its influence and caused disagreem ent about the 

best m eans for attaining those goals, but it did not dim inish its com m itm ent to them. 

The subject o f  those debates how ever changed. Outside southern A frica, the African 

states’ em phasis shifted to issues o f  developm ent and econom ic advancem ent. Within 

the continent a new set o f  norm s em erged governing the relationships between the 

new ly-independent states, institutionalised in the em ergence o f  the OAU, whose 

explicit recognition o f  the im portance o f  sovereignty and non-interference came to 

dom inate inter-A frican relationships. Built on colonial boundaries, the model had 

im plications not only for inter-state relations in A frica but on global attitudes to the 

concept o f  self-determ ination. The C ongo crisis in 1960 highlighted the com plexity o f  

post-independence politics on the continent. The residual presence o f  Belgian colonial 

forces, however, distinguished that crisis from superficially sim ilar cases that followed. 

The attem pted secession o f  the Eastern Region o f  N igeria -  renam ed Biafra by the 

rebels -  between 1967 and 1970 provided a case o f  an established African state beset 

by w hat were, for the m ost part, internal tensions, and B iafra’s search for recognition 

forced the international com m unity to re-define its view  o f  Africa. As Charles N ixon 

noted, the case ‘lay outside the presum ptions o f  earlier UN declarations and actions 

which applied the concept o f  self-determ ination to the process o f  decolonisation’ ' and 

introduced a d ifferent set o f  issues concerning the right o f  nationalities to autonom y 

after the creation o f  sovereign independent states.

' Charles R. N ixon, ‘Self-determination: the Nigeria/Biafra case’, World Politics, Vol. 24, No. 4 (July 
1972), p. 493.
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It posed a challenge to the Irish governm ent’s treatm ent o f  the concept o f  self- 

determ ination and its attitudes to international relations, particularly the pursuit o f

international stability, its relationship w ith the A frican states and the W est, and its

attitudes to outside intervention. This was not an ordinary case o f  form ulating an Irish 

response to a rem ote conflict, however. The high levels o f  Irish m issionary activity in 

N igeria and particularly in w hat becam e Biafra altered the factors governing the Irish 

governm ent’s policy. It forced policy-m akers to prioritise the safety o f  Irish

m issionaries not only in the Biafran territory but across N igeria. The attem pt to

m inim ise public discourse, or any activity that m ight associate Ireland with the 

secessionist cause, becam e central to those efforts and carried additional d iscom fort for 

a governm ent unused to critical engagem ent on foreign policy issues. The interplay o f  

these various strands to its approach and the policies it produced form the focus o f  this 

chapter. The first part analyses the political response to the conflict by exam ining the 

m issionaries’ position, the governm ent’s attem pts to alleviate the pressure on them , and 

its interaction w ith the Irish media. The chapter then exam ines the broader 

ram ifications o f  the governm ent’s policy by placing it in the context o f  its foreign 

policy as a w hole, before concluding with an exam ination o f  its response to the end o f 

the confiict, the plight o f  the m issionaries that rem ained in Biafra, its efforts to secure 

their safety, and its attem pt to ‘norm alise’ relations with the N igerian governm ent in the 

years that followed.

N ig e r ia  in  C o n t e x t

A t its independence in 1960, N igeria em bodied m any o f  the hopes and expectations for 

a successful independent A frica. This m ulti-ethnic state, with one-quarter o f  A frica’s 

population, appeared set for a role as one o f  the continent’s leading states. Its federal 

political system balanced pow er between the country’s three dom inant ethnic groups: 

the largely C hristian Y oruba (W est) and Igbo (East), and the M uslim  Hausa/Fulani in 

the N orth. The absence o f  a unifying national force, however, placed considerable 

pressure on co-operation at the centre. Parties divided firm ly along ethnic and regional 

lines. Fears o f  dom inance and am bitions for pow er abounded. The am bitious, mobile 

and w ell-educated Igbo becam e particular targets. In 1966 these tensions developed 

into open and bloody rivalry. In January M ajor-G eneral John A guiyi-lronsi assum ed
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control o f  the country after he defeated a three-day Igbo-led coup that had seen the 

m urder o f  the Federal Prim e M inister and the prem iers o f  the W estern and Northern 

regions. Ironsi, an Igbo, concerned h im self with the restoration o f  ‘N igeria’s failing 

hea lth ’.̂  His ideas w ere sim ple -  to introduce increased centralisation in order to 

strengthen the unity o f  N igeria as a whole -  but to the Hausa and Y oruba they 

am ounted to an attack on their autonom y.

In M ay riots broke out in the N orthern Region, beginning in Kano, in which 

several hundred Igbos w ere killed and thousands m ore fled fearing for their safety. The 

violence paved the way for a third coup in the space o f  seven m onths. On 28 July 1966 

a group o f  Northern subalterns shot their garrison com m ander and tw o other senior 

Igbo officers dead at A beokuta. Three days later, the coup’s leaders installed the army 

C h ief o f  Staff, M ajor-General Yakubu Gowon, a C hristian Tiv from the m iddle belt, as 

head o f  the N igerian Federal M ilitary G overnm ent. Only the Eastern Region, led by the 

Ironsi-appointed L ieutenant-G eneral Odum egw u O jukwu, succeeded in defeating the 

N ortherners’ coup. As G ow on attem pted to create a new constitution for N igeria, the 

m ovem ent o f  Easterners from the North created a country divided between the East and 

the rest. The particularly brutal and indiscrim inate pogrom s against Igbos rem aining in 

the North in Septem ber and O ctober 1966 convinced those rem aining to abandon all 

they possessed and return to the East. As both sides began to arm , a series o f  

negotiations failed to bring them  closer to their stated goals. O jukw u stood firm on his 

desire for further Eastern autonom y in a confederal structure. On 27 M ay 1967, under 

pressure from Ojukwu, the Eastern C onsultative A ssem bly passed a resolution 

m andating the form er to  create the R epublic o f  Biafra. Gow on, unw illing to 

countenance change (or the loss o f  valuable Eastern oil deposits) responded by re

draw ing the N igerian adm inistrative map and replacing the old four-state system  with a 

series o f  twelve sm aller states.

It was too late. On 30 M ay Ojukwu announced to the w orld that the Eastern 

Region w as to unilaterally secede from N igeria and becom e the independent republic o f  

Biafra. W ithin five w eeks the tw o sides were at war. It was a conflict the Biafrans had 

little hope o f  winning. A fter som e initial success, including the capture o f  the M id- 

W estern state in A ugust 1967, B iafra found itse lf gradually worn down by the Federal

 ̂John de St Jorre, 77;e Nigerian civil w ar (London, 1972), p. 47.
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arm y’s m ilitary superiority. The latter recaptured the M id-W estern state in October 

1967 and in M ay 1968 the B iafrans lost their only access to the sea at Port Harcourt. In 

spite o f  its strong international cam paign, headed by the Swiss PR firm M arkpress 

(later em ployed by the Irish governm ent in its publicity cam paign on N orthern Ireland 

in the early 1970s), the Biafran governm ent succeeded in persuading only four states -  

Tanzania, Ivory Coast, Zam bia, and G abon -  to give diplom atic recognition, while 

France offered conditional support in the hope o f  securing oil interests and destabilising 

British influence in W est Africa. The OA U  stood firm in supporting the ‘territorial 

integrity’ o f  N igeria, backed by the m ajority o f  the international com m unity, although 

m any o f  them , notably Britain and the Soviet Union on the Federal side, and China, 

Portugal, France and South A frica on the Biafran side, w ere liberal in their definition o f  

non-intervention. By the tim e peace talks opened in A ddis A baba in August 1968, the 

w ar was over its m ost active phase and the w orld’s attention turned to a new crisis: the 

starving m illions o f  Biafran men, w om en and children dying in increasing num bers 

from disease and a lack o f  food and m edical supplies. By Septem ber 1968 B iafra had 

been reduced to an area h a lf the size o f  Ireland in w hich a population o f  8 million 

people squeezed. W ith the International Com m ittee o f  the Red Cross (ICRC), Joint 

Church Aid (JCA), and others flying aid into Biafra, the hum anitarian situation reached 

crisis levels, with between 3,000 and 10,000 Biafrans dying each day.^ Hunger, a lack 

o f  supplies, and ever-increasing Federal gains w ore down Biafran resolve. On 11 

January 1970, after tw o-and-a-half years o f  struggle, O jukw u fled and Biafra collapsed.

P r o t e c t i n g  I r i s h  C i t i z e n s

The location o f  the Irish state’s only Em bassy on the continent, N igeria w as the 

‘showpiece o f  Ireland’s “religious em pire’” .'' No other country in the world had seen so 

much Irish m issionary activity. Irish m issionaries dom inated the N igerian Catholic 

hierarchy and at the outbreak o f  the civil w ar an estim ated 1,449 Irish Catholic 

m issionaries, drawn largely from the Holy Ghost Fathers, the Society o f  African 

M issions (SM A), St Patrick’s, K iltegan Fathers, Holy Rosary Sisters, and M edical 

M issionaries o f  M ary (M M M ), w orked there, alm ost h a lf  o f  them  in the Eastern

 ̂ Ibid., p. 208.
Staunton, ‘The case o f  Biafra’, p. 513.
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R e g io n / The Irish m issionaries’ shared experience o f  British rule strengthened a 

natural identification with their local parishioners. That affection was particularly 

strong with the predom inantly Catholic Igbo ethnic group whose people held a strong 

interest in education, in which the m issionary influence was prom inent.

In the w orsening tensions in N igerian society this close relationship created 

potential dangers, o f  w hich the Irish Em bassy w as increasingly aware. In 1965 three 

academ ics on secondm ent from Trinity College D ublin to the U niversity o f  Lagos 

found them selves at the centre o f  a political controversy over the appointm ent o f  a 

Y oruba vice-chancellor o f  the university in place o f  the Igbo incum bent. O ne o f  them, 

Dr T .B.H . M cM urry, found h im self in ‘a very exposed position’ as a m em ber o f  the 

Provisional Council o f  the University, though all three escaped w ithout harm.^ The 

events o f  1966 com pounded the Irish officials’ concern. The pogrom s in the N orth that 

autum n led the Irish A m bassador Kevin Rush to warn that the m issionaries’ close 

identification with their Igbo parishioners might m ake them  targets for ethnic violence. 

The situation at that stage, Rush felt, was so difficult that although he could not advise 

any Irish citizen to leave ‘until at least the A m ericans or British start to do so ’, he 

w ould ‘not try to d issuade’ any Irish citizens from leaving; ‘The m ore the better, in 

fact.’  ̂ In the com ing m onths he and first secretary Eam on 6  Tuathail w orked in close 

consultation with British officials and C atholic authorities to prepare the m issionaries 

for the possible threat o f  civil war.

On 30 M ay 1967 O Tuathail was in the East finalising the details o f  a co

ordinated evacuation scheme w hen he woke in Enugu, the reg ion’s capital, to hear 

O jukw u’s dawn broadcast announcing the East’s secession and the creation o f  Biafra. 

His im m ediate concern was to secure the welfare o f  Irish citizens in the area. He called 

on all his contacts: m issionary, business, and other local contacts. Careful ‘not to 

identify m yself too closely with the British or for that m atter with the A m ericans when
Q

dealing with the au thorities’, he nonetheless relied heavily on both for the success o f  

his activities. Their local consular officials provided inform ation about possible Federal

 ̂ ‘M issionary Service Centre, Irish M issionary Personnel in D evelop in g  Countries: Statistical A nalysis 
March 1968’, supplem ent to CaZ/jo/Zc M m io w i, V ol. 133, N o . 2 (April 1968).
 ̂N ote  by O Tuathail, ‘Crisis in L agos U niversity’, 7 April 1965, N A l DFA L agos Em bassy (hereafter 

L agos) A 3/8
’ Rush to M cCann, 3 A ug. 1966, N A l D FA  2000 /14 /16 .
* 6  Tuathail to Gallagher, 14 Oct. 1967, N A l DFA 2000/14 /19 .
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attacks w hich allow ed 6  Tuathail to  warn m issionaries in outlying areas o f  the 

im pending dangers. The first evacuation o f  Irish citizens on 6-10 June 1967 was part o f  

an operation organised by the US C onsulate and the second (21 July) on an Italian ship 

organised by British and US officials. A fter the fall o f  the M id-W estern Region to 

Biafran forces on 9 A ugust, O Tuathail could no longer send m essages by mail to Rush 

in Lagos and becam e com pletely reliant on British radio com m unication channels, at 

least until the radio at the British H igh C om m ission was rem oved by the Biafran 

authorities.

The situation rem ained precarious. In early A ugust som e 620 Irish nationals 

rem ained in Biafra. In Lagos and D ublin a palpable tension arose at the w orsening 

situation and the difficulty in securing the m issionaries’ safety from their remote 

locations. The slow  access to inform ation made things m ore difficult. In Septem ber 

1967 the DEA chastised Rush for the lack o f  reporting on 6  T uathail’s position vis-a- 

vis the Biafran authorities; ‘we are handicapped by reason o f  the fact that we have no 

recom m endation from you in the m atter’.  ̂ In fact, there was little Rush could do from 

Lagos than to keep his ‘fingers crossed’. ' ” Rum ours abounded on the Federal side that 

the m issionaries were ‘m ercenaries and/or collaborators and will be treated as such’."  

The stories that em erged from Biafra w ere equally disturbing. A s the Federal Arm y 

advanced, one M M M  sister rem em bered having ‘to fiee with our patients to a school in 

the m iddle o f  the bush. We were there for ten very fearful day s.’ ’  ̂ On 13 July 1967, 

five M M M  nuns were held at gunpoint by Federal soldiers at N dubia hospital and 

alleged to be ‘concealing [a] spy’ by a ‘m alicious inform er form erly em ployed there’.

At O goja, the Kiltegan Bishop Thom as M cG etterick was taken at gunpoint by Federal 

soldiers. The same month four Irish Holy Ghost m issionaries w ho rem ained at their 

post at N sukka w ere m et with a heavy handed response from the Federal Arm y. Two 

priests ‘were taken for Biafran m ercenaries [and] were badly beaten u p ’.'"*

" Gallagher to Rush, 7 Sept. 1967, NAI DFA 2001/43/128.
McEntee to Moberly, 3 Aug. 1967, NAUK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (hereafter FCO)

38/275.
" Copy o f  telegraph. Rush to 6  Tuathail, 28 July 1967, ibid.

Sister Joan Cosgrove, quoted in Irene Christina Lynch (ed.). Beyond faith  and adventure: Irish 
missionaries in N igeria tell their extraordinary story  (n.p., 2006), p. 263.

Copy o f  telegraph. Rush to 6  Tuathail, 19 July 1967, NAUK FCO 38/275.
O’Sullivan to Conway, 18 Feb. 1968, Holy Ghost Provincialite Archives (hereafter HGPA), Biafra 

Papers (hereafter BP), Box 12: unmarked folder.
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In Enugu conditions continued to deteriorate for 6  Tuathail, In A ugust he came 

under increasing pressure from the Biafran authorities to deal with its new M inistry for 

Foreign Affairs, a m ove w hich w ould im ply some form o f  recognition for the rebel 

governm ent. The DEA, anxious to avoid that eventuality, hoped that he could continue 

operating as he was ‘for as long as possible ducking the question o f  recognition and o f  

opening an office in Enugu’. I n  the event, on 2 O ctober 6  Tuathail was given no 

choice but to flee as Federal forces shelled the city. Anxious that they should not be 

caught in the line o f  fire, he left advice that ‘there should be an im m ediate thinning out 

o f  the num bers o f  Catholic Fathers’.'^ From his new base at the Presidential Hotel in 

Port Harcourt, 6  Tuathail continued to press on the m issionary authorities the need for 

all ‘non-essential’ m issionary personnel to be sent on leave from Biafra. The fall o f  

C alabar to Federal forces on 18 O ctober m eant that he continued his w ork w ithout any 

consultation with Rush after com m unications channels w ere severed. Just over two 

weeks later, on 2 N ovem ber, 6  Tuathail persuaded the Biafran authorities to put a plane 

at his disposal and, with 36 Irish citizens and a num ber o f  other expatriates on board, he 

flew to Luanda, Angola. He left only 267 Irish nationals in B iafra, o f  whom  all bar two 

w ives o f  Biafrans and an Irish engineer were attached to m issionary societies.

In Dublin the Irish governm ent’s approach to the w ar w as heavily influenced by 

the need to safeguard the m issionaries’ interests. It steadfastly refused to recognise the 

breakaw ay state, asserting that to do so would closely identify Ireland with the 

secessionists, further endanger the m issionaries in the line o f  the Federal advance, and 

attach a stigma to those who operated in the rest o f  N igeria. The delicacy o f  the 

situation was obvious. A iken felt that the Irish governm ent w as ‘caught very badly with 

M issionaries both in the east and all over the Federation’.'^ He was determ ined ‘that 

they w ould not be associated w ith a break-aw ay province in A frica as Irish 

M issionaries all over A frica w ould have to  pay the price for tha t’.'* To lessen the 

im pact he endeavoured to avoid ‘public debate o f  any kind, and even public com m ent 

o f  any description, because erroneous or biased reports o f  them  are so likely to be

Collins to Middleton, 4 Sept. 1967, NAUK FCO 38/249.
6  Tuathail, ‘Report on Nigerian Crisis -  Protection o f  Irish Nationals in Eastern Nigeria (“Biafra”) -  

2"“' November 1967’, 23 Dec. 1967, N A l DFA 2001/43/129.
”  Note by Ronan dated 29 March 1968 o f  a meeting between Aiken and Bishop James Moynagh, 26 
March 1968, N A l DFA 2000/14/20.

Ibid.
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circu la ted  in N ig e ria  g rea tly  to  the  d e trim en t o f  o u r c itizens on e ith er or both  sides o f

the  front, e sp ec ia lly  iso lated  m iss io n a rie s ’.'^  T he m issionary  au th o ritie s  w ere  in broad

agreem en t. O n 19 Ju ly  1967 the  M issio n ary  S erv ice  C en tre  w arned  ail o rders tha t

m issionaries ev acu a ted  from  the  w ar zone

w ill have been  u n d er strain  fo r m any  w eeks past. T hey  w ill be 
o v erw rough t, nervy , ta lk a tiv e  -  and  fee ling  gu ilty  a t leav ing  the 
coun try . T hey  w ill be inc lined  to  ta lk  too  m uch and to o  loudly . People 
w ho  m eet them  shou ld  en d eav o u r to  get them  out o f  the  pub lic  eye 
(a irports , quays, ra ilw ay  sta tions) qu ick ly , and  to  p rev en t them , as far 
as p o ssib le , from  ta lk ing  abou t th e ir  e x p e r ie n c e s ... Y ou m u st not 
fo rget th a t th ere  w ill be large n u m b ers  o f  o u r ow n p eo p le  w ho  have  to  
go on liv ing  in B iafra. D o n ’t let it be m ade m ore d ifficu lt for them  -  
i t ’s d ifficu lt en ough  already .^ '’

T he SM A , w h o se  m issio n aries  w ere  based  so lely  in the  N o rth  and W est o f  

N igeria , led the  ch arg e . T he o rd e r’s au th o ritie s  en joyed  a c lo se  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  the 

Irish g overnm en t. In L agos Irish  o ffic ia ls  consu lted  c losely  w ith  A rch b ish o p  M cC arthy 

o f  K aduna and  F r John  M cG uinness, an SM A  priest in th e  C a th o lic  S ecretariat. In 

D ublin  the  D EA  w as in reg u lar con tac t w ith  Fr L arry  C arr, the SM A  P rovincial. It 

e s tab lished  s im ila rly  c lo se  re la tio n sh ip s  w ith  the  H oly G ho st and K iltegan  Fathers, w ith 

w hom  D EA  o ffic ia ls  rem ained  in c lose  con tac t. C ritic ised  by the  K itegan  Fathers for 

th e ir at tim es ‘o v erp an icy  [5 /c] a ttitu d e ’,^’ the  SM A  au tho rities  felt th a t any  action that 

a ssoc ia ted  Irish m issio n arie s  w ith  the rebel governm en t w ould  b rin g  ca tastrophe to 

those  in the rest o f  N igeria . Its local au th o rities , p articu larly  A rch b ish o p  M cC arthy  and 

B ishop  Finn o f  Ibadan , w ere  h igh ly  critica l o f  the ac tiv ities  o f  the  o rders, no tab ly  the 

s ta tem en ts o f  the  H o ly  G h ost m em b ers  o f  the  C atho lic  S ecre ta ria t in L a g o s . T h e  

K iltegan  and  H oly  G h ost au th o ritie s  in D ublin  shared th e ir fears. T he K iltegan  S uperior 

F ather P e te r O ’R eilly  to ld  D E A  offic ia ls  th a t ‘w h a tev er th e ir p riva te  sym p ath ies  m ight 

be he th o u g h t it w as im portan t no t p ub lic ly  to  take the  side o f  B iafra  ag a in s t the  Federal 

G o vernm en t and he th o u g h t it w as a p ity  th a t som e o f  the  m issio n arie s  had  done so. 

T he in terests  o f  th e  C hurch  shou ld  no t be iden tified  w ith  tho se  o f  the  secession ist

”  M cCann to 6  Suilleabhain (D T ), 11 D ec. 1967, N A I DFA 2 0 01 /43 /125 .
‘Twelfth N ew s B ulletin , 2 4  July 19 6 7 ’, HGPA BP B ox 1: M issionary Service Centre Dublin 1967-68. 
6  Tuathail, quoting the K iltegan Superior, Fr Peter O ’R eilly; 6  Tuathail to Ronan, 18 Sept. 1968, NAI 

DFA 2000 /14 /23 .
Report by Joseph Sm all ‘On his tour o f  the W est, M id-W est and Kwarra States in February/March 

1969’, 18 March 1969, N A I DFA 2 0 0 0 /14 /18 .



r e g i m e . F r  W.J. H iggins, the Holy G host Second Assistant in Rom e, agreed; ‘The 

Biafran Fathers are asked to rem em ber that Holy G host Fathers also w ork in the 

northern region ... and nothing must be said to make their lot m ore difficult or draw  the 

anger o f  Gen Gowon on their heads. The w ork o f  the Church in those regions is as 

im portant as the work o f  the Church in B iafra .’ '̂*

it was m ore difficult to im pose these decisions on the ground. The m issionaries’ 

close identification with their parishioners naturally led them  to sym pathise w ith their 

cause. John Horgan w rote from Biafra in M arch 1968 that ‘when you hear an Irish 

m issionary use the word “w e”, he d o esn 't m ean Irish, he m eans Biaf ran’. T h e  Holy 

Ghost m issionaries came in for particular criticism . The N igerian m ission o f  the order 

was a district in its own right and Biafran-based m issionaries ‘were not inclined to 

regard the Irish Provincial as having any im m ediate authority over them ’.^  ̂ They were 

based at the heart o f  the Biafran and Igbo area, fostering an even closer identity with 

that people. The open vocal support offered by the m issionaries m ade them 

conspicuous, and was added to by their actions in the face o f  the Federal A rm y’s 

advance. Early in the war the local superior, Fr Donal O ’Sullivan, decided that his 

charges should ‘abandon their m issions and retreat south before the advancing N igerian 

battle line’.^  ̂ From 29 July 1967, Holy Ghost m issionaries were instructed to ‘remain 

in the M ission only if  the people rem ained, and to leave if  the people evacuated’.̂ *

O ’Sullivan acted on the evidence o f  the treatm ent o f  those priests caught in the 

line o f  the Federal advance and the fact that they drew suspicion in equal m easure from 

the Federals (for supporting the B iafran cause) and the B iafrans (for being 

collaborators). His judgem ent strongly echoed the assessm ent o f  A rchbishop M cCarthy 

and British officials in the N orth who w ere m ore than aw are o f  the m issionaries’ 

dilem m a. I f  they rem ained at their posts they risked being branded as ‘m ercenaries and

Note by Brian Gallagher on his meeting with Fr O’Reilly, 13 Feb. 1968, NAI DFA 2000/14/20.
Higgins to Dinan, 5 Feb. 1968, HGPA BP Box 1: Fr Dinan Papers -  C.S.Sp. Official Documents and 
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29spies who will carry information back to the East if given half a chance’. By 

‘running’ with their parishioners they risked being even more closely identified with 

the Biafran cause.

Operating behind the Biafran lines alongside a besieged people, the Holy Ghost

Fathers came to identify more and more with the Biafran cause and to become more

vocal in their support for it. Father Matthew Murphy told the Irish Press in August

1968 that he would be ‘branded a Biafran collaborator for certain’ if and when Biafra

fell.^° The majority o f missionaries were concerned only with the distribution o f relief,

and to offer comfort and assistance to their parishioners, but there were a small number

who actively blurred the distinction between their everyday parish and humanitarian

activities and political action. In February 1968 the Belfast-born Fr Desmond McGlade,

who had his hands broken by the Federal army before being deported at the beginning

o f the war, returned to Biafra where he was greeted warmly by his former parishioners

who were ‘overjoyed to see him, most of them having thought that he had been killed

by the Nigerian soldiers in July last year [1967]’.^' He worked at co-ordinating the

relief effort at Owelli where some o f  his actions treaded the fine line between political

and humanitarian support. On 8 June 1968, as the Federal army advanced on the area,

McGlade recorded that

Col Nwatuego [of the Biafran army] visited me and asked for 
permission to set up the anti-aircraft installation in my compound. The 
big gun and its team are now just 20 yards from my house, well- 
concealed by the thick bush. As no aircraft appear to-day there was no 
chance o f using the gun, which with its crew had just come from Port 
Harcourt and 1 sincerely hope that it will prove more effective here.^^

The fierce criticism Fr O ’Sullivan received for his policy derived from the

contrasting fortunes o f the Kiltegan Fathers whose authorities decided early in the war 

to allow the conflict to ‘roll over’ their missionaries, with the proviso that ‘the decision 

in particular circumstances was left to the men on the spot’.̂  ̂The order’s geographical

spread on the periphery o f  the Biafran territory made it an easier decision in many

”  Laird to McEntee, 25 July 1967, N AU K  FCO 38/275.
Quoted in Paul Muldowney, ‘Danger awaits Biafran priests’, Irish Press, 10 Aug. 1968.
O’Sullivan to Lefebvre, 10 Feb. 1968, HGPA BP Box 12: unmarked folder.
‘“Awgu falls into Federal Hands” -  Fr Des McGlade’s Account (6’’' June to the 14’*' June, 1968)’; this 

entry is for 8 June 1968, HGPA BP Box 7 -  Wartime Accounts.
”  Kiggins, Maynooth M ission to Africa, p. 242.
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ways. Its m issions were quickly overrun and, in spite o f  som e rough treatm ent at the 

hands o f  the Federal army, senior officers in general ‘treated the m issionaries w ell’.̂ "̂  

M issionaries were given scope to privately express their opinions -  as B ishop Jam es 

M oynagh o f  C alabar did in m eeting British officials in London in 1967 -  but publicly 

the authorities m anaged to restrain their charges from overtly vocal support o f  the 

Biafran cause. The policy w orked to the order’s benefit and allowed it to escape 

relatively unhindered in its hum anitarian and parochial work.

At a rem ove from the rem ote m ission areas after O T uathail’s departure, Irish 

officials found it difficult to keep tabs on and ensure the m issionaries’ safety. Rum ours 

o f  a N igerian governm ent ‘black list’ only added to the tensions.^^ The difficulty arose 

in reconciling the Irish governm ent’s b elief that no anti-C atholic bias existed in the 

N igerian governm ent with the continued suspicion at the unpredictability o f  its m ilitary 

officials. The erratic and at tim es deliberate bom bing and strafing o f  villages and 

m ission hospitals heightened its concern. Kevin Rush received ‘broad hin ts’ from 

m ilitary sources in Lagos ‘that these Irish priests need expect no m ercy if  they are 

caught. This is, apparently, because o f  the considerable moral support which they gave 

given to the Biafran adm inistration, army and people and allegedly the external support 

they have organised for B iafra.’^̂  The general ‘depreciation’ o f  the Lagos E m bassy’s 

records did not help.^’ The com plete record o f  all Irish citizens in N igeria that 6  

Tuathail put ‘a lot o f  hard w ork and sweat into’ before his departure had disappeared by
38the spring o f  1969 and the Em bassy was forced to create a new registry. Officials in 

Dublin and Lagos worked hard to build their influence with the N igerian authorities. 

They met regularly to m aintain a visible presence and passed lists o f  m issionaries to the 

authorities with the request that they respect and ensure their safety.

It was m ore difficult for the DEA to know  if  its representations had any effect. 

Brian G allagher noted in conversation with Fr O ’Reilly in April 1968 that ‘while it was 

possible the A m bassador, or Lagos would not in fact be able to im pose their w ishes on

”  Ibid., p. 245.
K eating to 6  Tuathail, 12 Sept. 1968, N A l DFA 2000 /14 /23 .
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the m ilitary com m anders in the occupied areas, it was clearly well w orth try ing ’. The 

efforts appeared to have som e im pact. O nly one Irish m issionary was killed during the 

war, M other C ecilia Thackaben-y, a D ublin-born nun o f  the Presentation Convent in 

Buxton, D erbyshire. On 17 Septem ber 1969, she and another Irish nun. Sister Elizabeth 

M urray, w ere travelling to a refugee clinic near Owerri in B iafra, when their car was 

strafed by a N igerian jet. A s the nuns jum ped from their car into the bush. M other 

Cecilia was shot and the nuns’ driver also killed. Patrick H illery told the Dail that it 

was ‘not an accidental death’, a n d  R ush’s successor as A m bassador, Paul Keating, 

felt that it was ‘highly probable that the pilot o f  the plane was able to identify the 

m issionaries as such’.'*' Keating, how ever, was pragm atic about the effectiveness o f  

any protest. He argued that the N igerian authorities would not apologise for the incident 

and that ‘to stress this m atter is to  introduce an elem ent o f  grit in the smooth workings 

o f  our relations w ith the M inistry o f  External A ffairs’."*̂

P u b l ic  P r e s s u r e  a n d  I r is h  G o v e r n m e n t  P o l ic y

It proved equally difficult to im plem ent A iken’s directive that all discussion o f  the 

Biafran problem  be avoided. The m issionaries’ vocal support for the Biafran cause and 

the unprecedented m edia coverage o f  the conflict m ade it difficult, and the Irish 

governm ent, and Aiken in particular, w as not ready to deal with the pressure. Its 

reaction illustrated not only its concern for the m issionaries’ safety, but, like the debate 

surrounding the Springboks’ tour in 1970, was sym ptom atic o f  what Keatinge 

described as ‘a persistent difference over the governm ent’s obligation to justify  policy 

as well as to m ake it’.'*̂  A iken in particular had a long and fractured relationship with 

the Irish media. A s M inister for the Co-ordination o f  D efensive M easures during the 

Second W orld W ar he jealously  guarded Irish neutrality by im plem enting a strict series 

o f  censorship m easures. Those m easures w ere based not only on limiting the spread o f  

inform ation that m ight be useful to  either set o f  belligerents, but aim ed to ensure that 

‘nothing should be published which seriously questioned neutrality; and even material

Note by Gallagher on his meeting with Fr O ’Reilly, 19 April 1968, NAI DFA 2000/14/20.
D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 242, Col. 39 (4 N ov. 1969).
Keating to sec. DEA, 16 Dec. 1969, NAI DFA 2001/43/146.
Ibid.
Keatinge, Formulation, p. 183.
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on purely domestic economic and social issues should be subject to scrutiny lest, 

intentionally or not, it might undermine the national consensus on staying out o f the 

war or harm public morale’. T h e  public’s right to debate policy was subverted in the 

necessity o f maintaining national unity.

Aiken retained these attitudes in his later political career and his approach was 

shared by officials in the DEA. When a proposal to form an Irish United Nations 

Association was put forward in January 1956, for example, Boland commented on the 

desirability that any initiative ‘would be taken by the right people on lines that would 

ensure any association formed in Ireland remaining in the right hands’. W h e n  he 

became Minister in 1957 Aiken made it clear that on issues o f international importance 

he could countenance no debate that might hinder the assertion o f a singular national 

policy. He reverted to an argument similar to that advanced during the war: that 

‘censorship protected citizens from losing their sense o f perspective ... and so helped to 

maintain neutrality’. I n  spite o f criticisms from the press, including The Irish Times' 

claim in May 1965 that his ‘answers to deputies in the Dail are often unnecessarily 

brusque and delivered in a tone that suggests that no-one should dare trespass on his 

private preserve’,''^ Aiken insisted that the Irish public was ‘quite well informed about 

foreign affairs and our activities in international relations. In recent years our 

newspapers. Radio and Television provide such good coverage that I rarely find it
• • 48necessary to repeat the reasons for Government actions and policy.’

If, in Aiken’s view, ‘the keeping o f UN activities out o f internal policies was a 

benefit beyond value’, i t  was an obvious extension to limit any activity that might in 

his view endanger the safety o f Irish citizens. In April 1967 the Irish government 

recalled an RTE film crew on its way to North Vietnam, leading to widespread 

criticism o f its undue influence on the state television service.^® The problem repeated 

itself less than a year later. In January 1968 the American Bob Goldstein, in

O ’Halpin, D efen d in g  Ireland, p. 211.
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consultation with the Biafran authorities, arranged a flight to B iafra for journalists from 

across the world to cover the crisis. G oldstein visited Dublin with his associates and 

m ade tentative arrangem ents with RTE to reserve three or four seats on the plane for 

reporters from its current affairs television program m e ‘Seven D ays’. Irish Holy Ghost 

m issionary Fr R aym ond Kennedy, w ho had ju s t returned from an eight day tour o f 

Biafra with ‘a Hollyw ood film unit’, was also on the p l a n e . T h e  flight had reached 

Lisbon when, on 25 January 1968, an RTE statem ent announced that ‘on consideration 

o f  the various inherent risks o f  the B iafran situation, it was decided by the director- 

general, Mr Kevin C. M cCourt, to divert the team  to another assignm ent’. M c C o u r t  

later claim ed that he ‘was not inform ed that it had been decided to send a team  to Biafra 

until the team w as already on its w ay’ and recalled it on the grounds that ‘it would be 

im proper for an organisation like RTE to cover a civil war such as is taking place in 

N igeria from the secessionist side on ly ’. It was difficult to ascertain the extent o f  his 

knowledge. H ibernia  claim ed that he had to have known: ‘surely he w ould have been 

told about a trip o f  such im portance and possible danger to the crew ’.^^ His Controller 

o f  Program m es M ichael G arvey certainly knew about the flight: John Horgan noted 

that he ‘had been inform ed in advance and had agreed’.

In the confusion. RTE was concerned to avoid any criticism  o f  governm ent 

interference. A spokesm an ‘em phatically denied that there had been any consultation 

with or direction from the D epartm ent o f  External Affai rs’. I n  fact, M cC ourt phoned 

Hugh M cCann, secretary o f  the departm ent, on the afternoon o f  24 January to  discuss 

the matter. The latter w arned M cCourt o f  the possible dangers to Irish m issionaries o f 

any RTE broadcast that m ight be m isconstrued as biased in favour o f  B iafra. In spite o f 

his later protestations to the contrary,^’ A iken also knew about the trip -  M cCann 

inform ed him o f  the conversation that afternoon -  and ‘fully shared ’ M cC ann’s

‘Priest went to Biafra’, Irish Press, 31 Jan. 1968.
‘Biafra “too risky” for RTE team’, Irish Press, 26 Jan. 1968.
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• 58view s. His assertion to the contrary put ‘quite a different g loss’ on M cC ann’s 

account.^^ Aiken was nervous o f  the pow er o f  the media, particularly television, and its 

potentially dam aging consequences. He could only have been further aggrieved at the 

‘Seven D ays’ program m e on Biafra that followed less than tw o w eeks later. Broadcast 

on 6 February 1968, it relied heavily on U Pl-ITN  film , as well as clips from G ranada 

T elev ision’s ‘W orld in A ction’ program m e, with com m entary from the ‘Seven D ays’ 

reporters. Brian Cleeve, one o f  those who had been on the recalled team , told viewers 

that Irish m issionaries in Biafra, ‘who have seen their hospitals burned and bom bed, 

their m ission schools destroyed, their converts hunted into the bush and k illed ... are 

bitterly angry at w hat they believe to be the pro-N igerian policy o f  the Irish 

G overnm ent’. C l e e v e  recounted the story o f  ‘an Irish priest’, one o f  the ch ief 

organisers o f  the m edia trip -  undoubtedly Fr Raym ond Kennedy -  who defied the 

orders o f  his superiors in Dublin to return to Biafra. There, C leeve stated, his ‘divided 

loyalty’ was ‘echoed by hundreds o f  priests and nuns who know that, if  the N igerians 

win, their Biafran converts will be killed in thousands, and that no pennies for black 

babies will ever bring them back to life again’.^'

There was obvious discom fort in the DEA and the governm ent about the 

broadcast. The M inister for Posts and T elegraphs Erskine C hilders told Aiken that he 

was ‘sorry for this setback. But o f  course in television there will alw ays be m istakes 

and som e d i s to r t io n .C h i ld e r s  described how M cCourt had ‘spent som e hours’ with 

the ‘Seven D ays’ team  and the m akers o f  other program m es review ing program m ing 

standards and ‘nearly sacked’ Cleeve; ‘but these kind o f  people are very difficult to get 

o u t’.^  ̂ In RTE the dispute escalated far beyond the Biafran situation and later led to a 

tribunal into the w orkings o f ‘Seven Days ’. F o r  the Irish governm ent, the potential o f  

television and the m edia to em barrass and endanger the safety o f  Irish citizens was 

highlighted by the affair. On 8 February 1968 A.P. A kpoyow are, the N igerian Charge 

d ’A ffaires in Dublin, called to see Aiken to discuss the ‘Seven D ays’ program m e and

‘Secret’ note by McCann, 25 Jan. 1968, UCDA Aiken Papers P104/7150. 
Morgan, Broadcasting and public life, p. 54.
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the attendant publicity in the Irish new spapers. A iken told A kpoyow are that, while 

freedom  o f  press was im portant in Ireland, he w as ‘disturbed by the recent press 

publicity’ and com m ented that ‘the cam era is a very crude instrum ent’.̂  ̂ In private, 

A kpoyow are thanked A iken for the Irish governm ent’s attitude w hich, he com m ented, 

had been ‘com pletely correct and helpful ’. H i s  statem ents to the press, however, 

which described the program m e as ‘shocking’ and gave the im pression o f  ‘equating a 

rebel faction with an independent governm ent’,^  ̂ highlighted the potential for 

m isconception. M cCann had warned M cCourt on 24 January that ‘the press in that part 

o f  the w orld are notorious for printing scare stories on rather slender evidence’.̂ * The 

m issionary authorities’ attitudes to publicity underlined the extent o f  their fears. In 

M arch 1968, Archbishop M cCarthy told Rush that he had been questioned by senior 

local officials ‘who had reproached him with the pro-B iafran attitude being adopted by 

the Irish G overnm ent-ow ned Television Service and by the leading Irish new spapers’.^  ̂

It m ight have been worse. To add to the accusations o f  moral and political 

support, rum ours surfaced that Irish m issionaries w ere engaged in gun-running on 

beha lf o f  the Biafrans. The claim s w ere directly linked to Federal criticism  o f  the 

hum anitarian re lie f flights that flew into Biafra, often carrying Irish m issionaries and, 

the N igerians claim ed, arm s for the Biafrans. It was not only m issionaries that were 

involved; the DEA had ‘strong suspicions’ that an Irish com pany A er Turas carried 

arm s to Biafra.™ One incident in the autum n o f  1968 highlighted the governm ent’s 

fears. On 9 October, the Federal N igerian C om m issioner for Inform ation, C h ief 

A nthony Enahoro, paid an official visit to Dublin during w hich he and Aiken discussed 

a variety o f  issues, including the recognition o f  B iafra, the course o f  the war, and the 

re lie f situation. Enahoro expressed his appreciation o f  the help o f ‘som e’ Irishm en but 

conceded that there had been ‘a bit o f  bo ther’ with the Holy Ghost m issionaries, some 

o f  w hom  ‘were so em otionally involved that it was hard to distinguish them from rebel

Unsigned DEA note, 8 Feb. 1968, NAl DFA 2000/14/20.
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supporters’.^' Aiken agreed that ‘a few o f the younger priests had done things they 

should not have done instead o f looking after their parishioners and had refused to 

accept discipline. There were, however, only three or four o f these and the rest were 

motivated purely by humanitarian considerations.’^̂

The same afternoon, Enahoro gave a press conference in the Shelboume Hotel 

which was heavily picketed by Biafran supporters. In the course o f questions he 

inferred ‘that some Holy Ghost Fathers were playing a role other than humanitarian in 

Biafra’.̂  ̂ Afterwards, in an ‘o ff the record’ conversation with Holy Ghost missionary 

Fr Fintan Kilbride, Noel Conway o f the Irish Press, Dr Hugh Byrne, and Des Mullan o f 

the Irish Independent, Enahoro suggested that Aiken had told him that he had the 

names o f ‘at least four’ Irish missionaries who were involved in seeking arms for 

Biafra.^'^ When Kilbride asked if he implied that Irish Holy Ghost missionaries were 

involved in gun-running, Enahoro replied that they were ‘not confining their activities 

to missionary work’.̂  ̂ He was adamant that the Nigerian government had proof ‘and 

your Foreign Minister knows about it. In my talks with him this morning he agreed that 

he knew o f four or five cases where Holy Ghost priests were involved. We, in Lagos, 

know there are many more.’^̂

Enahoro’s claim met with understandable indignation in Ireland. Aiken stated 

categorically that there had been ‘no allegation o f gun-running by the Irish Holy Ghost 

Fathers either by the Commissioner or m yself during his visit to me ... There were no 

names o f Holy Ghost missionaries mentioned during the conference.’ The order was 

understandably concerned, believing that if they appeared in the Nigerian press, the 

charges would be ‘tantamount to m urder’.̂ * On this occasion they were lucky. Aiken 

immediately dispatched Keating to make an approach to the Federal government 

regarding the safety o f Irish citizens. His response told a lot about the DEA’s frustration
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with the Nigerian authorities and the difficulty in dealing with the Irish media. Keating 

reported that the missionary ‘rank and file’ appeared to be safe from danger and that 

‘the Nigerian authorities are going to be much more intelligent and less hysterical about 

this matter than the rather stupid people in Dublin who ensured that it got so much 

publicity’/^

It was difficult to estimate the extent o f the threat. Holy Ghost missionaries in 

other parts o f Nigeria experienced no retribution as a result o f  their colleagues’

outspokenness. Several Catholic bishops informed Rush in March 1968 that they had
80heard no criticism o f Ireland and were unaware o f activities in Ireland over Biafra. In 

March 1969, Joseph Small, First Secretary in the Irish Embassy in Lagos, formed the 

impression from his tour o f  the West, Mid-West and Kwarra States that the danger to 

the missionaries was minimal. Though many of the missionaries Small met in the Mid- 

West had had ‘nasty experiences’, they were ‘unanimous in the view that in general in 

the relaxed situation that now obtains ... they have no difficulty whatsoever at road 

blocks as they are allowed to pass without hindrance when their clerical garb is seen by 

the soldiers’.*' Others in Biafra discounted the threat and argued that the Federal

government was ‘particularly sensitive to world opinion and would hardly run the risk
82o f incurring international displeasure by taking reprisals on Irish personnel’. It was 

better not to find out, the government might have argued.

The experience -  particularly the ‘Seven Days’ incident -  had further 

implications for the Irish government’s foreign policy. The worsening humanitarian 

situation in Biafra brought greater scrutiny o f the government’s policies (see chapter 

six), which Aiken found increasingly hard to deal with. In February 1969 he was 

uncharacteristically moved to write to The Irish Times to defend his government’s
83policies in the face o f  a critical editorial in the newspaper. Aiken also asked his close 

friend, and ‘strongly anti-Biafran’, Dr Robert Collis, an Irishman who had spent a great 

deal o f time in Nigeria, to write a series o f pro-Federal articles for The Irish Times,

Keating to 6  Tuathail, 18 Oct. 1968, ibid.
Memorandum by Rush, ‘Reactions o f  Irish Bishops in Northern Nigeria to recent pro-Biafra activities 

in Dublin’, 6 March 1968, NAI DFA 2000/14/20.
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which were eventually published after Aiken’s departure from office on 29 and 30 July 

1969.^^

His successor, Hillery, was more adept at dealing with the public. Hillery was 

comfortable with media involvement, and his public statements and the review of 

policy he engaged in immediately on entering office emphasised his awareness o f the 

necessity to engage with public discussion, making a greater amount o f information 

available than his predecessor. He was praised by The Irish Times for ‘making foreign 

policy the policy o f the people, not o f the Minister or the Department’.*̂  This, he 

undoubtedly felt, was a more effective counter to Biafran propaganda than maintaining 

silence.

P o l ic y  P r in c ip l e s

In spite o f Hillery’s assertion that the Irish government’s policy on Biafra was ‘decided 

by the Government ... not the policy o f Deputy Aiken’, t h e  latter’s influence had 

been inescapable. On his return to Dublin in November 1967, 6  Tuathail, with his first

hand experience o f the conflict, assumed considerable responsibility for the 

government’s policy. He recalled that Aiken had ‘already decided his policy before I 

came back. He decided policies on his own anyway; he could accept recommendations 

but he made up his [own] mind very m uch.’*̂

The Irish government’s attitude to decolonisation, to southern Africa, and the 

Congo crisis, was based on three strands: the rejection o f outside interference (which 

might bring the extension o f the Cold War and its attendant impact on international 

stability); the need for constructive, negotiated settlement; and a view that it shared 

with the Swedish government -  the ‘search for non-violent solutions’ to international 

crises.** The Biafran case posed a challenge to the Irish conception o f self- 

determination in a post-independence situation, particularly its implications for the 

partition o f Nigeria. Aiken returned to his basic outlook on foreign affairs which 

emphasised what Alexander Wendt would much later describe as the concept o f a ‘co-

Tadhg O’Sullivan to sec. DEA, 13 Nov. 1970, NAl DFA 2001/43/159.
‘Foreign Policy’, TJie Irish Times, 29 Oct. 1969.
D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 241, Col. 459 (9 July 1969).
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operative’ w orld security system ‘in w hich states identify positively w ith one another
89so that the security o f  each is perceived as the responsibility o f  a ll’. A iken and his 

officials were far from convinced o f  the ultim ate viability o f  an independent B iafra and 

wished to avoid the consequences for stability in the region associated w ith the creation 

o f  a failed state. His attitude to the conflict could be traced back to July 1960 when, 

following his visit to C ongo and G hana, he advocated the creation o f  a system o f 

tribunals to deal w ith A frica’s internal problem s and to find A frican s o l u t i o n s . H i s  

experience at the United Nations and first-hand know ledge o f  A frica over seven years 

helped to inform  his attitude. In Septem ber 1961 he returned to C ongo to visit Irish 

troops stationed in Katanga. Just over three years later he paid an unofficial visit to 

N igeria to his son Frank Jr, an engineer who was em ployed building churches in 

Owerri diocese in the Eastern Region. In Lagos he met several prom inent N igerian 

governm ent officials and w hile in the East he had the opportunity to consult w ith ‘some 

o f  the leading personalities o f  that reg io n ’.^' His travels convinced him o f  the need for 

a constructive approach to A frica’s regional and ethnic tensions. W hen speaking on 

N igeria he adm itted that ‘Europe m ade a savage cutting up o f  Afr ica’, b u t  argued that 

state boundaries should remain ‘unless they can be changed by negotiations and
93peaceful m easures’.

The argum ent, elaborated on by N oel Dorr later, turned on the idea that ‘if  you 

started tinkering w ith the borders, even w here they cut across tribal groups, y ou’d be 

opening a pandora’s bo x ’.^'' The result, A iken argued, o f  the ‘balkanisation’ o f  N igeria 

w ould be to ‘start a m ovem ent that w ould result in A frica’s future history being as bad 

as E urope’s past history has been from the point o f  view o f  wars, slaughter and 

famines’. A i k e n ’s fears echoed those o f  A frican leaders. In M arch 1969 General 

Gowon warned that ‘[i]t was the C ongo and Tshom be yesterday, it is N igeria and

Wendt, ‘Anarchy’, p. 400.
Boland to O’Brien, 7 July 1960, NAI DFA PMUN 81 X/34.
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O jukw u today, who know s which African country it will be next’,^  ̂ For Aiken, 

peaceful, negotiated change w as the only solution: ‘[a]ny country w hich is a true friend 

o f  the African people . ..  should encourage and assist peaceful change if  change be 

necessary, but must stand firm ly against attem pts to  change State boundaries by 

fo rce’. F r o m  its outset, he and his officials regarded the N igerian crisis as firstly a 

N igerian problem  and secondly a problem  for the A frican continent or, more 

specifically, the OAU. The approach coincided closely with that o f  the o ther W estern 

pow ers and that o f  the United N ations Secretary General U Thant.

To public calls that the Irish governm ent offer itse lf as a m ediator, A iken 

m aintained that it had ‘never been asked by either side’ and did ‘not think our offering 

to m ediate would serve any useful purpose’.^* The reality was com plex. In April 1968, 

C h ie f Adebo, a N igerian official at the UN with whom  Aiken had consulted in the latter 

part o f  1967, told Crem in that ‘the Tanaiste, for whom he has adm iration and respect, 

m ight conceivably be able to do som ething’. W h e n  C rem in suggested that ‘any action 

by a non-African personality m ight be resented by A fricans generally ... [Adebo] rather 

discounted any risk o f  that, especially if  the personality were som eone like the 

T anaiste’. A d e b o ’s com m ents echoed those m ade by several Irish com m entators that 

the governm ent was w ell-placed to make a constructive intervention in solving the 

conflict. Keating believed that the attitude ‘that this m ust be left to the A fricans 

them selves is in m any w ays unrealistic. It is a pity indeed that in this m atter as in so 

m any others an attem pt should be m ade to suggest that w hite hum anity and black 

hum anity are som ehow differen t.’ ’'” Suzanne Cronje pointed up an additional paradox 

in W estern support for the OAU: ‘if  the w ar was an internal N igerian question, then the
1 O ')

OAU was no m ore entitled to intervene that any other international body’. The 

difficulty lay in the apparent paralysis this induced in the W est -  apart from the N ordic 

states who later offered to m ediate to find a solution -  w hen the O A U ’s attem pts to find 

a solution repeatedly fell short.

Suzanne Cronje, 77)e w orld  and Nigeria: the diplomatic history o f  the Biafran w ar 1967-1970  
(London, 1972), p. 293.
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The efforts o f  H illery, however, appeared to validate A iken’s argument. Eager 

‘to do som ething to help in bringing peace’, H i l l e r y  proclaim ed h im s e lf ‘prepared to 

go anyw here, m eet anyone, i f  there is any help I can give in this situation’.'̂ "* The 

difficulties in doing so were soon in evidence. Sent to A ddis A baba by Hillery to sound 

out the OAU about a possible Irish role, Keating was told by the Ethiopian Foreign 

M inister that he ‘did not think that there was m uch that could usefully be done by third 

parties at the present tim e other than to continue i f  they were already doing so to 

persuade their contacts with both sides o f  the need to  negotiate and to endeavour to 

settle the conflict in N igerian t erms’. H i l l e r y  reverted to A iken’s tactic o f  ‘quiet 

d ip lom acy’ and in N ovem ber 1969 assured the Dail that ‘[w]e are not doing anything 

publicly but we are doing a lot p rivately’.

The results o f  this quiet diplom acy may not have had m any publicly visible 

outcom es, but they were im portant nonetheless in the pursuit o f  the Irish governm ent’s 

interests. By keeping the channels o f  direct com m unication open, A iken reasoned, he 

and his officials had a far greater hope o f  securing its policy goals, first o f  all the safety 

o f  Irish citizens. The essentially social nature o f  inter-state relations, Aiken judged, 

made the application o f  quiet diplom atic pressure the m ost beneficial to the cultivation 

o f  Irish influence. He hoped that by w inning the confidence o f  the N igerian authorities, 

the Irish governm ent might exert a greater influence on their conduct o f  the war. A iken 

preferred this kind o f  discussion, w hich he also urged on N igerian and Biafran officials, 

away from ‘the glare o f  the cameras’. H i s  approach betrayed his pro-Federal 

assessm ent o f  the situation. In a m eeting with A kpoyow are in A ugust 1968, A iken 

warned that ‘Federal propaganda w as weak and m any were influenced by the 

hum anitarian aspects o f  the appeals o f  the other side.’ '°* Irish officials, particularly in 

Lagos, m ay have found it difficult to ‘com m unicate w ith the N igerian authorities with
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reasonable speed’, b u t  the latter came to Aiken with an open ear. Akpoyoware 

repeatedly expressed his authorities’ appreciation ‘for the personal advice on particular 

aspects o f the problem which [Aiken] had offered’.” ® An attempt, perhaps, to retain 

Ireland’s co-operation, the assertion highlighted the good working relationship between 

the two governments.

Tentatively at first, these channels o f communication extended to an open 

dialogue with the representatives o f  the Biafran authorities. With many vocal 

supporters among the missionaries and, increasingly, among the broader Irish public, 

the Biafrans used familiar arguments to court Irish support. Ojukwu told John Horgan 

o f The Irish Times that the Irish people had ‘a peculiar experience which is somewhat 

akin to ours, and we have had historical associations with Ireland’. '"  Just as Irish

officials in Lagos spent a lot o f time explaining to the Nigerians the distinction
112‘between government attitude and popular attitude’, Ojukwu continued to hope that 

Irish public support for Biafra would ‘be transmitted to their accredited representatives 

and the Government’."^  His emissaries were more realistic. In February 1968, Francis 

Ellah, the Biafran representative to Britain and Ireland, told the media that ‘he did not 

intend to embarrass [the Irish government] by making any formal approach to them ’."'* 

He was right to be wary o f the government’s reaction. In July 1968, after it had been 

suggested by Ignatius Kogbara o f the Biafran office in London that he might request 

official recognition, Aiken told a reporter from The Irish Times that while Ireland ‘had 

no request for recognition from Biafra ... even if we got a request we would have to 

reject it’."^ It preferred to use the connections with Biafran representatives in a manner 

similar to that exhibited in its dealings with Nigerian officials, and stressed the need to 

find a negotiated solution that could be made ‘only between themselves [the Biafrans] 

and the Federal authorities’."^
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The parallels with W estern attitudes to the w ar were inescapable. The W estern 

powers advocated a policy o f  non-interference and stressed the need to pursue an 

African solution to the problem . The British governm ent view ed B iafra as ‘a N igerian 

and an A frican problem  first and forem ost’."^  It believed that ‘i f  the principle o f  

secession on a tribal basis w ere once accepted there w ould be chaos on the 

continent’."*  The A m erican State D epartm ent agreed, as did m ost W estern states, only 

breaking to criticise the N igerian governm ent’s attitude to the hum anitarian crisis in 

Biafra. A nxious to secure international conform ity, British officials pressed the Irish 

governm ent early in the w ar to follow their governm ent’s policies. In spite o f  

protestations that they did not w ish ‘to push [the Irish governm ent] in a certain 

d irection’," ^  they had a very clear idea o f  what it should be. They need have w orried 

little. Sean Ronan told Charles Lovitt o f  the British Em bassy on 29 M ay 1967, the day 

before O jukw u’s announcem ent, that ‘the Irish G overnm ent’s policy on recognition is 

influenced by the attitude o f  the m ajor W estern Powers, ourselves [Britain] and the 

U SA ’.'^°

The issue was more com plex, how ever, than a sim ple subservience to British

and Am erican interests. For one thing, it carried a pragm atic recognition o f  the

lim itations to the Irish governm ent’s international role. For foreign policy m akers in

small states, the choice o f  action w as alw ays subject to restraint; as W illiam s noted,

‘policy cannot be a single, grand design and freedom  o f  action is lim ited’.'^ ' In the case

o f  Biafra, C ronje speculated that the extent to which ‘the W estern European

governm ents, despite their grave m isgivings, toed the A nglo-A m erican line on this

question m ight help to define the degree o f  latitude enjoyed by m edium -sized pow ers in
122arriving at foreign policy decisions w hich clash with leading W estern in terests’. The 

policies o f  small states like Ireland built on a realistic assessm ent o f  their lim ited role in 

international affairs. Robert K eohane insisted that the considerable am ount o f  faith they 

placed in collective action at the U nited N ations cam e in the recognition that ‘although
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123they may be able to do little together, they can do virtually nothing separately’. In 

bilateral relations small states had to choose their approach carefully so as to m axim ise 

the potential benefits for their own interests. How ever form ulated, on m any occasions 

those policies coincided directly with those o f  the W estern powers. The principles o f  

non-interference and the pursuit o f  an A frican solution that recognised the territorial 

integrity o f  N igeria were consistent with the Irish governm ent’s attitude to the 

international system . The D E A ’s analysis o f  European opinion in 1969 revealed a 

strong coincidence with its own policies.'^"' The N ordic states follow ed a closely 

sim ilar policy which recognised the prim acy o f  the O A U ’s role, and Danish officials 

com m ented on the close relationship between their governm ent’s approach and that o f  

the Irish government.

There was further evidence o f  the independence o f  Irish policy. A United States 

request in Novem ber 1969 that Irish officials pass on ‘the suggestion that it would be a 

good thing for O jukwu to first propose an African second level negot iator’ was 

dism issed by Keating as ‘an attem pt to continue purely United States policies by mild 

confidence tricks on interm ediaries’.'^^ Keating had reason to be wary o f  W estern 

motives. Rum ours persisted in Catholic circles that the British High C om m ission in 

Lagos was anti-m issionary. In M ay 1968 Rush reported stories that the High 

Com m issioner h im self believed ‘the Irish m issionaries in Biafra w ill have to be put out 

o f  N igeria and kept out when the w ar is over’ '^* and in January 1969 Keating described 

the High C om m issioner as ‘fundam entally not pro-m issionary’.'^^ The British M inister 

o f  State for Foreign Affairs, M aurice Foley, told O Tuathail in A ugust 1969 that he

considered the Holy Ghost m issionaries ‘com m itted to the B iafran position’ and
1 ^ 0wondered if  ‘it m ight not be better for them  to pull out a ltogether’. In spite o f  the 

British assertions that the rum ours had no substance, they were enough to m ake the
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Irish governm ent w ary o f  associating them selves too closely with British assistance. 

The rum ours persisted even after the end o f  the war. On 23 January 1970 Keating w rote 

that ‘far from getting British support for the continuation o f  our m issions in the East 

they are hostile to  their rem ain ing’.'^ ' For their part, British officials were adam ant that 

such claim s w ere ‘nonsense’ and suspected them to have been spread by ‘disgruntled 

Irish priests’. I t  was difficult to ascertain the degree o f  truth to the rum ours, but they 

were enough for the Irish governm ent to retain a degree o f  pragm atism  and 

independence.

I r e l a n d  a n d  t h e  E n d  o f  t h e  W a r

A fter tw o-and-a-half years o f  attem pting to secure Irish interests and the safety o f  Irish 

m issionaries, the Irish governm ent was faced in January 1970 with a renew ed and 

urgent set o f  problem s. A fter failed attem pts to get both sides together in Addis Ababa 

for peace talks in D ecem ber 1969 under the chairm anship o f  Ethiopian Em peror Haile
133Selassie, the w ar ended on 11 January 1970 ‘like a flash o f  tropical lightning’. The 

Biafran arm y’s resolve collapsed and Federal troops swept across B iafran territory. 

O jukwu fled the country, leaving his people to face the Federal advance. The dangers 

for Irish m issionaries were all too evident. On 9 January British officials anticipated 

‘that all expatriates, especially white, will be especially vulnerable in the situation we 

are considering, both because they m ight be m istaken for m ercenaries and because 

m any o f  them  have been closely identified with the Biafran cause’. I r i s h  officials 

were already busy preparing for the m issionaries protection. In Decem ber 1969 Small 

undertook an official tour o f  the ‘liberated’ areas o f  the East Central State and parts o f  

the South Eastern State and Benue Plateau State, the first by an Irish official since 6  

T uathail’s sojourn in B iafra in 1967, and used the opportunity to im press on local 

officials ‘the w ider im plications o f  any action they w ould like to take against any o f  our 

cifizens’.'^^
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A fter Sm all’s return to Lagos on 24 D ecem ber, C onor M urphy, Third Secretary 

at the Em bassy, prepared a provisional census o f  Irish citizens across N igeria. This list 

form ed the basis o f  Irish efforts to secure the safety o f  the m issionaries in the com ing 

m onth. On 9 January 1970 Keating wrote to the N igerian M inistry for External Affairs 

to express his hope that the m issionaries’ ‘status will be recognised by the N igerian 

Arm y and that they will be provided with such assistance and protection as they may 

need should they be over run’ and M urphy’s list was handed in im m ediately to the 

N igerian M inistry for External Affairs. Keating rem ained in constant contact with the 

N igerian authorities and continued to press for their attention, how ever difficult he 

found it, to maintain a visible presence and concern for the m issionaries’ safety. In 

Dublin the DEA passed the list o f  Irish citizens to the British governm ent, and asked 

the US State Departm ent for ‘any assistance they can give about our citizens’.

The problem s experienced during the w ar resurfaced. The broadcast m ade on 

the Irish governm ent’s beha lf by the BBC W orld Service revealed its difficulties in 

securing the safety o f  Irish m issionaries because o f  their often rem ote location; ‘The 

G overnm ent have [sfc.] m ade representations to the N igerian G overnm ent to ensure 

their protection. N otw ithstanding every effort being made, there is alw ays a risk to 

persons rem aining in a fighting area and the only guarantee against such risk is to m ove 

aw ay from the fighting area until hostilities have ceased .’ '^* Only a physical presence 

in the form er secessionist region could ensure the m issionaries’ safety. At the request o f  

Bishop Joseph W helan o f  O w erri, on 15 January Small returned to the South-Eastern 

state, first at Calabar, before m oving on 18 January to Port H arcourt in the R ivers State 

where a num ber o f  Irish m issionaries had been brought for questioning.

All this was in the future when on Sunday 11 January 1970 the new s filtered 

through that Biafran resistance had collapsed. On 12 January, Holy G host M issionary 

Fr Jim  M cNulty at Ihiala mission recorded in his diary feeling ‘hopeless. This evening 

my mind in sadness w ent over m any events o f  the past tw o and a h a lf  years . ..  We are
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so m uch needed now, if  we are allow ed to stay .’ '^^ At least the Irish governm ent’s 

exhortations to leniency appeared to have made an im pact on the Federal troops. When 

they arrived at Ihiala, Fr M cN ulty recorded being ‘greeted m ost courteously by the 

troops’.''*'’ Good treatm ent at the hands o f  the advancing Federal troops, however, did 

not equate to an acceptance o f  the m issionaries’ position and the Holy Ghost 

m issionaries were rounded up by Federal officers and told to report for ‘expatriation’. 

A w eek after the end o f  the war, Fr M cN ulty left Ihiala under the instructions o f  a 

Federal officer. A m ong his last m em ories were that o f  the small group o f  people who 

saw them  leave -  they had not told the people they were to be expatriated -  who 

‘becam e quite terrified when they saw  us with our cases packed to g o ’,'"" fearful 

(erroneously as it turned out) that the absence o f  m issionary w itnesses w ould lead to 

violent retribution by the Federal forces. The m issionaries were brought from different 

areas o f  B iafra to Port Harcourt, w here they were placed under house arrest at the 

C edar Hotel. O ver the follow ing ten days Small w orked hard in an effort to secure their 

safety. His m ovem ents w ere constantly m onitored by the N igerian Special Branch who 

tried to m ove him to alternative accom m odation and Small m anaged to ‘m iss’ several 

flights the authorities booked him on in order that he m ight m eet w hat they called the 

orders from ‘L agos’ for his ‘im m ediate recall’.''*^ His activities up until then were 

greatly appreciated by the m issionaries. W hat the Federal M inistry o f  External Affairs 

called his ‘reportedly unfortunate behaviour’, r e a s s u r e d  them  that, ahhough Small 

was unable to find any law yer w illing to take the m issionaries’ case, there was someone 

acting in their interests in Port Harcourt.

To Small it was ‘pretty clear that the authorities were very anxious that 1 should 

not be around for the court proceedings’ on 27 January when the m issionaries were 

charged and sentenced before he could be inform ed o f  events.*'*'' Fr Des O ’Sullivan 

recalled that ‘w ithout any w arning or legal defence we were brought to court and

‘Biafran Diary: Donated by Fr Jim McNulty, C.S.Sp., 21/9/2006’; this reference is from Fr M cNulty’s 
entry for 12 Jan. 1970, HGPA BP.

Ibid., entry for 13 Jan. 1970.
Ibid., entry for 18 Jan. 1970.
‘Report on Mr Small’s visit to Port Harcourt in connection with the safety and welfare o f  Irish citizens 

who remained in the area after the collapse o f  “Biafra”’, 30 Jan. 1970, NAl DFA 2004/7/112.
Note from Nigerian Ministry o f  External Affairs to Irish Embassy, Lagos, 9 Feb. 1970, NAI DFA  

Lagos P13/13C .
‘Report on Mr Small’s visit to Port Harcourt in connection with the safety and welfare o f  Irish citizens 

who remained in the area after the collapse o f  “Biafra”’, 30 Jan. 1970, NAI DFA 2004/7/112.
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charged as criminal offenders for illegal entry and acceptance o f  employment without 

the Nigerian Government’s permission’. T h e r e  was confusion over the sentencing. 

Some o f  the group, including Fr O ’Sullivan, were sentenced to six months’ 

imprisonment, others fined. In Lagos Keating and his British colleagues worked 

furiously to implore the Federal authorities to overturn the decision. Whatever its 

feelings on the missionaries’ status, the British High Commission’s involvement behind 

the scenes was crucial in having the sentences commuted. On 3 February, after a week 

in extremely cramped conditions in a Port Harcourt prison, the missionaries were 

‘given three minutes to collect our “ luggage”; and instructed to leave behind whatever 

might be o f  use to other European prisoners’. T h e y  were then taken to Lagos airport 

for deportation. Other groups o f  missionaries followed similar patterns o f  arrest, 

detention, trial, charges, and eventual deportation.

In Dublin, all attention focussed on the missionaries’ safety. The Irish Times 

expressed its hope that the private diplomatic channels through which the government 

maintained it continually pressed both sides for peace were ‘now busier than ever’.''*̂  

Hillery twice made himself available to travel personally to Lagos to try and secure the 

missionaries’ safety. On the first occasion Keating’s enquiries ‘met with a blank wall o f 

refusal’ and Keating pronounced h im se lf ‘relieved ... The Minister if  he came here 

would really find he was wasting his time.’’'** The Irish Times agreed, feeling that were 

Hillery to fiy into Nigeria uninvited, it would ‘incense further the Federal 

authorities’.'"*̂  After the missionaries’ sentences were announced, Hillery again stated 

that he would be willing to go to Nigeria, but again the Nigerians indicated that such a 

visit would be ‘unwelcome’. W h a t e v e r  infiuence the Irish government built up with 

the Nigerians in the course o f  the war was tested to the limit. The Nigerian Ministry for 

External Affairs made it clear that the Federal government had acted with what it 

perceived as some leniency:

As a genuine gesture o f  friendship towards Ireland, a country with which
Nigeria has and intends to continue to have, most cordial and friendly

‘N ot for publication’, Fr D es O ’Sullivan, K im m age Manor, 11 Feb. 1970, HGPA BP.
Fr M ichael Brosnahan Scrapbook; entry for 3 Feb. 1970 in ‘Ihiom a M ission -  Diary o f  E vents’, 

C .S.Sp. N ew sletter, Rom e, ‘Special Issue on East Central N igeria ’, 18 Feb. 1970, HGPA BP.
‘Busy channels?’, The Irish Tim es, 23 Jan. 1970.
Keating to 6  Tuathail, 19 Jan. 1970, N A I DFA Lagos P13/13 C.
‘Busy channels?’, The Irish Tim es, 23 Jan. 1970.
Keating to sec. D E A , 30 Jan. 1970, N A I DFA L agos P I3 /13  C.
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relations . ..  these aliens, who could have been tried for w ar crim es, were 
m erely tried and convicted in civil courts. T hereafter they were allow ed 
to leave N igeria. The M inistry hopes that the Em bassy fully appreciate 
the kindly m otives behind this unprecedented act o f  clem ency on the 
part o f  the Federal M ilitary G overnm ent.'^ '

The statem ent testified to the apparent success o f  the Irish governm ent’s policy 

o f  ‘quiet d ip lom acy’, in private, the SM A authorities praised ‘the consistently sound 

attitude adopted ...  W hile safeguarding the interests o f  Irish citizens in N igeria, your 

policy has helped our m em bers im m ensely in their role as m issionaries also .’ '^^ Hillery 

w as grateful that ‘the w isdom  o f  the policy we [he and A iken] both pursued is 

appreciated in som e quarters at any ra te !’ '^^ He and his officials resigned them selves to 

the expulsion o f  the Holy G host m issionaries and set about rebuilding the relationship 

between the tw o states so that the order m ight be allowed to return. In April 1970 they 

responded quickly to rum ours that O jukwu might seek asylum  in Ireland in the belief 

that his presence ‘would confirm  all the suspicions people have about us and would 

m ilitate strongly against any expansion o f  our m issions here as w ell as effectively 

preventing forever ... any return o f  the Holy Ghost Or der ’. A s  the dust settled in 

N igeria continued attem pts w ere m ade to restore the diplom atic relationship. On his 

tours o f  N igeria in 1971, the new Irish A m bassador Tadhg O ’Sullivan made a 

deliberate effort to com m unicate with the M uslim  N orth, and was pleased with the 

warm appreciation o f  Irish efforts throughout Nigeria.'^^ In A pril 1972, Hillery paid an 

official state visit to N igeria, which was reciprocated by Okoi A rikpo, the Nigerian 

C om m issioner for External Affairs, who visited Dublin in D ecem ber o f  the same year.

The visits w ere largely sym bolic gestures, though they did touch on one 

im portant issue o f  com m on interest; trade. Previous attem pts to stim ulate trade between 

the tw o countries stalled in the early 1960s, leaving G uinness as the only m ajor 

com pany w ith Irish links operating in N igeria. In the early 1970s the rapid growth o f  

the N igerian econom y thanks to the exploitation o f  large oil reserves rejuvenated Irish 

interest in the possibilities for trade. M ichael Flynn, appointed A m bassador to  N igeria

N igerian M inistry o f  External A ffairs to Irish Em bassy, Lagos, 9  Feb. 1970, ibid.
Carr to H illery, 30  Jan. 1970, U C D A  Aiken Papers P I0 4 /7182 .
Hillery to A iken, 13 Feb. 1970, U C D A  Aiken Papers P 104/7183.
K eating to 6  Tuathail, 2 April 1970, NA I D FA  2002 /19 /37 .
Tadhg O ’Sullivan to sec. D F A , 5 July 1971; Tadhg O ’Sullivan to sec. D F A , 15 D ec. 1971, N A I DFA  

2 0 0 2 /19 /56 .
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in 1974. rem em bered that ‘the main thrust o f  Irish policy in N igeria w as trade 

promot i on’. I n  February 1974 two CTT representatives came on a fact-finding visit 

to N igeria, followed in M ay o f  the same year by a trade mission. A CTT officer was 

appointed to Lagos and an office opened in 1975 which oversaw a significant increase 

in trade and technical co-operation. The relationship lasted until the early 1980s, when 

the end o f  the econom ic boom forced m any exporters out o f  the N igerian m arket and in 

1984 the CTT office was closed.

C o n c l u s io n

The experience o f  the conflict provided Irish officials with some im portant lessons. In 

the Arab-Israeli w ar o f  the sum m er o f  1967 the Irish governm ent relied on British 

officials to provide consular assistance to its citizens in Israel and Jordan, and Italian 

assistance in Egypt.'^^ The N igerian crisis repeated the situation on a much larger scale 

where Irish officials again relied heavily on British assistance in spite o f  the presence o f  

Irish diplomatic officers in the territory. It was a valuable exercise in practical 

diplom acy. The governm ent may have over-exaggerated the threat to the m issionary 

orders in those parts o f  N igeria outside Biafra, but it could point to its success that only 

one Irish m issionary had been killed and only the Holy Ghost Fathers were expelled in 

the afterm ath o f  the war. By m aintaining a close relationship with the Federal 

governm ent, Irish officials m anaged to secure future influence and, as the m issionaries’ 

post-w ar fate suggested, at least m oderate N igerian governm ent reactions. I f  it had 

recognised Biafra, it w ould have effectively ended all possibility o f  influencing the 

N igerian governm ent, w hether for its own interests or for broader concerns.

There were other reasons for not recognising the secessionist governm ent. Irish 

officials were never convinced that the secessionist region was likely to  em erge 

victorious from the war, nor that it could ever be viable as an independent state. They 

based their approach on a strongly principled attitude that nonetheless recognised the 

lim itations to Irish influence and closely corresponded with general W estern views. In 

N ovem ber 1969 Paul Keating questioned w hether ‘we are right in thinking that our role

Interview with M ichael Flynn, G alw ay, 11 April 2005.
Rory M iller, ‘The politics o f  trade and diplom acy: Ireland’s evo lv ing  relationship w ith the M uslim  

M iddle East’, Irish S tudies in In tern ation al A ffairs, V ol. 15 (20 0 4 ), p. 129.
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has been quite so passive.’ He regarded the Irish governm ent’s contribution to the 

conflict as ‘a very positive course o f  action for a small country which cannot offer a 

solution to the problem  any m ore than can any other outside gr oup’. T h e  attem pts to 

exert a quiet influence appeared far rem oved from the heady days o f  Irish influence at 

the United N ations in the late 1950s, but broadly reflected the state’s role at that 

organisation ten years later. O utside the United N ations a small country like Ireland had 

limited scope to play a leading role in negotiating a solution to a crisis like Biafra. 

W ithin that fram ew ork, however, its late attem pt (under Hillery) to play a more 

constructive role and its continued support for the OAU after that organisation had 

shown itself to be ineffectual highlighted the essential need to adopt a m ore flexible 

approach, such as w as called for by several leading Irish com m entators.

Keating to 6  Tuathail, 20 Nov. 1969, NAI DFA 2001/43/149.
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6
Concern for Africa: Ireland and the Biafran Humanitarian

Crisis

The criticism levelled at the Irish government for its apparent inactivity in seeking a 

solution to the Biafran crisis highlighted a telling change in the relationship between its 

policies and public discussion. The June 1969 Irish general election returned a number 

o f new deputies, including Conor Cruise O ’Brien, Barry Desmond, Garret FitzGerald, 

and Hugh Byrne, many o f whom later became vocal on Biafra and other foreign policy 

issues. Aiken’s replacement by Hillery as Minister, and the latter’s more open attitude 

in dealing with the media, reflected a changing environment. After his first estimates 

debate in October 1969, Hillery drew praise from The Irish Times for his ‘willingness 

to listen to other points o f view on Biafra’, ' a thinly veiled criticism o f the introverted 

approach o f  his predecessor. By then Biafra had become a matter for widespread public 

debate. More than the political consequences o f  its attempted secession, the 

humanitarian crisis it precipitated aroused widespread public interest and spurred 

charitable activity in Ireland and the rest o f the developed world. Large numbers of 

Irish missionaries, volunteers, and other interested individuals succeeded in creating a 

direct link between Irish public opinion and the suffering Biafran population. The birth 

o f Africa Concern in 1968 (later abbreviated to Concern to reflect its diverse 

international role) came as a direct result o f  this process and had an important impact 

on the Irish public’s relations with the developing world.

The increased media debate that made Biafra what Harrison and Palmer 

described as ‘the first famine disaster story to receive wide and continuing coverage in 

the W est,’  ̂ transformed the nature o f discussion on foreign policy in Ireland. The 

growth o f Africa Concern mirrored international trends as NGOs evolved into bodies 

that acted ‘as a medium for the transformation o f individual humanitarian concern into 

direct assistance measures’  ̂ and the organisation’s activities linked the Irish public

' ‘Foreign Policy’, The Irish Times, 29 October 1969.
 ̂ Paul Harrison and Robin Palmer, N ews out o f  Africa: Biafra to Band A id  (London, 1986), p. 5.
 ̂ Peter Macalister-Smith, International humanitarian assistance: disaster re lie f actions in international 

law  and organisation  (Dordrecht, 1985), p. 117.
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directly with its counterparts in the developing w orld w ithout the necessity for state 

intervention. The com pelling persuasiveness o f  the hum anitarian argum ent presented 

the Irish governm ent with an additional set o f  difficulties: how to reconcile its attem pts 

to avoid public discussion or any activity that m ight be interpreted as Irish support for 

the secessionist region with a need to m atch public concern with com passionate action. 

This chapter explores the interaction betw een this activity from within civil society and 

the policies pursued by the Irish governm ent. It first briefly exam ines the context for 

N G O  activity in Ireland, the level and nature o f  debate on developm ent and disaster 

re lie f prior to Biafra, and the w ay in w hich that crisis transform ed public and religious 

interaction with those issues. Building on that foundation the second part o f  the chapter 

outlines the Irish governm ent’s response and its attem pts to reconcile its political 

approach with a desire to add constructively to the hum anitarian effort, looking at the 

channels for its support and the political im plications o f  its policies, which becam e 

particularly  evident in the afterm ath o f  the war, an exam ination o f  which forms the 

concluding part o f  this analysis.

T h e  H u m a n it a r ia n  C o n t e x t

The B iafrans’ short-lived m ilitary successes, followed by the loss o f  the main food- 

producing areas in the region, put enorm ous strain on the resources o f  the secessionist 

governm ent. In the later m onths o f  1967 and early 1968 the serious hum anitarian cost 

o f  the w ar becam e increasingly apparent. K w ashiorkor and m arasm us, both associated 

with a severe lack o f  essential proteins, becam e increasingly prevalent am ong the huge 

num ber o f  refugees fleeing the Federal advance into an ever-shrinking Biafran territory. 

The international com m unity responded in kind. In N ovem ber 1967, the ICRC, invited 

to operate in the conflict under the G eneva Convention, chartered its first plane to fly 

m edicines to Port H arcourt and the follow ing April received official Federal approval 

to co-ordinate re lie f operations on the Federal side o f  the conflict zone. Earlier that year 

it had been jo ined  by UNICEF, the Protestant W orld Council o f  C hurches (W CC), 

N ordchurchaid (a N ordic Protestant re lie f group), and the C atholic re lie f body Caritas 

Internationalis, and other sm aller groups in the provision o f  aid. U nder the banner Joint 

Church Aid (JCA or ‘Jesus Christ A irlines’ to its pilots), N ordchurchaid and Caritas
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flew re lie f cargoes from the Portuguese island o f  Sao Tom e o ff  the W est coast o f  A frica 

to the roadw ay-turned-airstrip  at Uli in Biafra.

The political connotations o f  its activities, and those o f  the other organisations 

that operated re lie f into Biafra, w ere inescapable. To w idespread criticism  the Biafran 

governm ent used the plight o f  its citizens as a propaganda tool against the Federal 

governm ent, w hich it accused o f  starving the Biafran people into subm ission. The 

Federal governm ent’s attitude did little to lessen the fears o f  such an eventuality. 

Federal m ilitary com m ander Colonel Benjam in Adekunle, nicknam ed the ‘B lack 

Scorpion’, proclaim ed that he w ished ‘to prevent even one Ibo having one piece to eat 

before their cap itu lation’."̂  The Federal authorities argued that the hum anitarian 

assistance given to the Biafrans sim ply prolonged the war, not least by the w eapons, 

fuel and other com forts it claim ed JCA and other aid agencies carried alongside their 

hum anitarian cargoes. The suspicion was m utual. With the JCA, ICRC and other aid 

flights a target for the Federal A ir Force -  to the extent that they flew only at night -  

repeated efforts to negotiate a land-based re lie f corridor met with suspicion on the 

Biafran side that the Federal army would use it to its advantage. Am ong the Biafran 

people and a considerable num ber o f  re lie f workers, the IC R C ’s relationship with the 

Federal authorities placed it under im m ediate suspicion. In m any instances the Biafrans 

refused to eat food supplied by the ICRC in the belief that it had been poisoned during 

its transit through Lagos.

It put additional strain on the JCA air lift, which assum ed the prim ary role o f  

supplying relief. Several JCA pilots perished in aw kw ard landings at the barely-lit Uli 

airstrip and those that continued lived in constant danger o f  attack from the Federal air 

force. In June 1969 a Swedish DC-7 plane carrying Red Cross supplies which took o ff  

too early w as shot down by Federal pilots. By then the relationship between the Federal 

governm ent and the ICRC had disintegrated, and the latter w as instructed by the 

authorities to transfer responsibility for its operations to the sole custody o f  the local 

N igerian Red Cross. Between then and the end o f  the w ar seven m onths later, repeated 

efforts to re-start ICRC re lie f operations failed. W hen Biafra collapsed in January 1970 

the N igerian governm ent held fast to the suspicions it had developed during the war.

Quoted in Tony Farmar, Believing in action: Concern the f ir s t thirty years, 1968-98 (Dublin, 2002), p. 
25.
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and refused to allow any o f  the aid organisations that had operated unauthorised re lie f 

flights to take part in the rehabilitation effort.

The prom inent role assum ed by N ordchurchaid, Caritas Internationalis, and 

sm aller N G O s highlighted the international im pact B iafra had on the role o f  

developm ent N G O s in the provision o f  relief. It came during a tim e o f  increasing 

debate about the role o f  aid, stim ulated by changes in the international system  after the 

Second W orld W ar and W estern discussion about the role o f  developm ent assistance in 

the prom otion o f  international peace and stability. As the em phasis shifted to  what 

C olette C habbott described as ‘the conceptualisation o f  international developm ent as an 

essential global undertak ing’/  it stim ulated the growth o f  non-denom inational NGO s 

able to undertake aspects o f  developm ent out o f  reach o f  inter-governm ental aid. As 

Peter M acalister-Sm ith noted, its practical effect was to ‘bridge functionally the 

separation that exists between the State and the individual in international law 

doctrine’.  ̂ Individuals in the developed w orld could relate directly to their counterparts 

in the developing w orld w ithout recourse to state intervention. Biafra and the extensive 

m edia coverage it enjoyed revolutionised that process even further. During the conflict 

there was a m arked rise in the num ber o f  developm ent N G O s formed internationally, 

and the experience it offered indirectly gave birth to a num ber o f  organisations, 

including the French N G O  M edecins Sans Frontieres, w hose founder m em bers 

included a group o f  French Red Cross doctors who had served in Biafra.^ The crisis 

m arked a turning point for the global acceptance o f  developm ent N G O s as actors in the 

transfer o f  resources, so that by the 1970s and 1980s their role and identity in the
g

provision o f  this form o f  re lie f had been broadly accepted.

The Irish experience o f  grow th in the developm ent NG O  sector followed a 

broadly sim ilar pattern. Prior to the B iafran crisis dialogue on developm ent issues in 

Ireland w as limited. Fund-raising took place prim arily in a religious context, through

 ̂Colette Chabbott, ‘Development INGOs’, in John Boli and George M. Thomas, Constructing w orld  
culture: international nongovernmental organisations since 1875 (Stanford, 1999), p. 237.
* Macalister-Smith, International humanitarian assistance, p. 117.
’’ For a brief history o f  the organisation, see Joelle Tanguy, ‘The Medecins Sans Frontieres experience’, 
in Kevin M. Cahill (ed.), A fram ew ork fo r  survival: health, human rights and humanitarian assistance in 
conflict and disasters (London, 1999), pp. 226-44.
* Aengus Finucane, ‘The changing roles o f  voluntary organisations’, in Kevin M. Cahill (ed .),^  
fram ew ork fo r  survival: health, human rights and humanitarian assistance in conflict and disasters 
(London, 1999), p. 246.
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collections at parish level for m issionaries and other re lie f (including the British charity 

Christian Aid). It stimulated very little in the way o f  public debate on the m erits and 

structures o f  developm ent assistance and the role o f  the state and N G O s in the 

provision o f  relief. Secular activity was equally limited. The Irish Red Cross, which had 

operated a hospital in the N orm andy tow n o f  St L6 in the im m ediate afterm ath o f  the 

Second W orld W ar and later deployed its resources in India, responded generously to 

ICRC requests for assistance but did little to encourage w idespread public 

involvem ent.^ In the 1960s it assum ed an additional role, at the request o f  the Irish 

governm ent, undertaking the day-to-day operations o f  the Irish Freedom  from Hunger 

Cam paign (FFHC), part o f  an effort by the FAO to provide long-term  solutions to the 

developing world through the provision o f  equipm ent and training in agricultural 

m ethods. The Irish Red C ross’s involvem ent with the FFHC from the latter’s inception 

in I960 until 1965 epitom ised the nature o f  Irish NGO activity in the 1960s. The 

public’s response was good, if  not overw helm ing. Schools, businesses, and small 

groups o f  interested individuals involved them selves in various fund-raising schemes, 

including w alks and flag-days, to raise m oney and aw areness. The difficulty lay in 

translating these pockets o f  active support into a broader fund-raising and educational 

aw areness cam paign.

In an effort to stimulate greater public interest, the cam paign’s organisers fell 

back on an image o f  Ireland’s relationship with the developing w orld influenced largely 

by m issionary activity. In April 1962 they decided to concentrate the cam paign’s efforts 

on A frica ‘on the grounds o f  language, existing Irish connections, and popular 

appeal’.'*̂  In the early part o f  1964 a village settlem ent schem e with a farm ers’ training 

centre was established at M lale in Tanzania, and run by two Irish agricultural graduates, 

Bill Harty and Paschal Hennessy. By the end o f  M ay 1965, the m oderate figure o f  

£143,685 had been collected from public contributions, all o f  which w ent tow ards the 

project, with an additional £12,000 provided by the Irish governm ent tow ards the

 ̂For a history o f  the Irish Red Cross operation at Saint-L6, see Phyllis G affney, H ea lin g  am id  the niins: 
the Irish h osp ita l a t  Saint-L6 (1945-46)  (Dublin, 1999).

Department o f  Agriculture and Fisheries, ‘N ote  o f  D iscussion  [re FFHC] on 1 1* April, 1962’, NA I 
D FA  2001 /4 3 /1 1 6 7 .
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schem e’s servicing co s ts ."  The difficulties the project faced w ere a rem inder o f  the 

Irish N G O s’ inexperience and the problem s o f  translating goodw ill into constructive 

action. A fter a good initial start, in the autum n o f  1966 H ennessy left after the project 

had been restructured, and after further interference -  or ‘local m anoeuvring’ as one 

Departm ent o f  A griculture official described it'^ -  Harty follow ed in M ay 1967 and the 

project was handed over to the Tanzanian governm ent.

W hile the relative failure o f  the M lale project owed m uch to  outside 

interference, it was m anifestly  insufficient for the organisation o f  the FFH C to remain a 

subsidiary operation o f  the Irish Red Cross. The considerable strain it placed on the 

latter hindered its own success and m ade it difficult to sustain grow th. From the latter 

part o f  1964, officials in the D epartm ent o f  A griculture and Fisheries (which had 

prim ary official responsibility for the FFHC), in consultation with the Taoiseach’s 

office, began the process o f  creating a national body to deal solely with the campaign. 

Rejecting overtures from Oxfam  to take on a role in collecting for the FFHC in Ireland, 

officials structured a new body with a w ide-ranging base in Irish society. The launch o f  

Gorta by the M inister for A griculture C harles Haughey on 8 N ovem ber 1965 was the 

result. Stressing his hope for a strong Irish response to the cam paign -  since the Irish 

people ‘know well the m eaning o f  fam ine and hunger’ '^ -  H aughey’s speech 

highlighted the limited extent to w hich the FFH C ’s m essage had perm eated Irish 

society. He described one o f  G orta’s prim ary aim s as an attem pt to ‘aw aken public 

opinion ... to an aw areness o f  the problem  o f  world hunger and the steps w hich must be 

taken to alleviate it’.'"̂  Five years after the FFHC began in Ireland, it struggled to 

stim ulate the kind o f  w idespread public involvem ent necessary to transform  its 

fortunes. It continued to be a m ovem ent from above rather than a cam paign o f  the 

people. President de V alera acted as patron, the M inister for A griculture and Fisheries 

was m ade president o f  Gorta, and a representative o f  that departm ent took a perm anent 

position on its com m ittee. The M inister controlled the appointm ent o f  com m ittee

" Department o f  Agriculture and Fisheries memorandum for the Government, ‘The FAO Freedom from 
Hunger Campaign’, 10 Aug. 1965, N A l DFA 2003/17/265.

N agle to Blaney, 23 June 1967, N Al DFA 2001/43/1175.
‘Address by the Minister for Agriculture and Fisheries, Mr Charles J Haughey, at the inauguration o f  

GORTA, the Freedom from Hunger Council o f  Ireland, at the Shelbourne Hotel, Dublin, on Monday, 8* 
November, 1965’, N A l DFA 2001/43/1156.
'“'Ibid.
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members, which included representatives from agriculture, industry, political 

organisations, church bodies, and various other organisations. What Tony Farmar 

described as its attempt ‘in a rather literal-minded way to be representative o f  all walks 

o f  Irish life’ '^ merely created an additional burden by the over-complicated structure it 

imposed. The gap between the organisation and popular involvement was too great and 

in spite o f a gradually increasing number o f  Irish men and women working in the 

developing world with organisations like the United Nations Development Programme 

and the Catholic lay missionary organisation Viatores Christi, levels o f  public interest 

and activity remained very modest.'^

The inclusion o f church representatives on Gorta’s committee testified to the 

churches’ importance in shaping public attitudes towards the developing world, a role 

reiterated by the increasing involvement o f missionaries in relief on a more practical 

level. In 1967, for example, Gorta collaborated with Irish Catholic missionaries in 

setting up a project to bring water to the Kitui region o f Kenya. The role o f the 

missionary was evolving in other respects too. Several Holy Ghost missionaries, 

notably Fr Tony Byrne and Fr Aengus Finucance, both o f whom became important to 

the aid effort in Biafra, completed university courses in development prior to the 

conflict, all o f which formed part o f a broadening o f missionary work beyond church- 

building to include roads, schools, wells, and other kinds o f physical development. The 

same changes were visible at a higher level in the Church’s structure where the 

emphasis had begun to shift. Caritas Internationalis’s activities as part o f JCA during 

the Biafran crisis and Pope Paul V i’s 1967 encyclical Populorum Progressio testified 

to a new role for the Catholic Church in development and disaster relief

During the Biafran conflict, missionaries assumed a prominent role in the 

distribution o f relief, offering a ready-made network o f volunteers and distribution 

centres that distinguished the humanitarian response from those that went before it, and 

almost all that went a f t e r , a n d  were critically important in the global context. A

Farmar, B elievin g  in action , p. 30.
V iatores Christi w as formed in 1960 by a group o f  interested lay individuals and fostered by the 

L egion o f  Mary and the lay m issionary quickly assum ed an important role as what one m issionary  
publication described ‘a co-worker, a reliable friend, a fe llow  m issionary with the priest on the m ission  
fie ld ,’ ‘The place o f  the lay helper on the m issions’. C atholic  M issions, V ol. 126, N o . 3 (July 1962), pp. 
6-7.

Finucane, ‘The changing roles o f  voluntary organisations’, p. 249.
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num ber o f  Irish Holy G host Fathers, including Fr Raym ond Kennedy, Fr Fintan

Kilbride, Fr Tony Byrne, and Fr Derm ot Doran, played central roles in international

discussion and debate and in generating action on b eh a lf o f  Biafra. Several were

transform ed ‘into the role o f  international celebrities’ through their role in publicising

the plight o f  the Biafran people.'*  A s their stories filtered through to the Irish m edia

and directly to the Irish public, they becam e the prim ary shapers o f  popular discussion.

Their experience o f  the w ar testified to the new and active role they played am ong the

people o f  their parishes. O ne M arist Brother based at Uturu in Biafra recorded his

experience o f  a typical day on his m ission:

Tw o brothers had the early m orning task o f  digging a grave and 
burying any child w ho died during the night. The grave was not then 
filled; ju s t a light coat o f  clay covered the corpses. Invariably another 
little corpse had to be put into the grave before dinner, a few more 
during the afternoon and as darkness fell there were alw ays five or 
m ore in the grave when the Brothers w ent to fill it in.'^

The suffering did not recognise religious boundaries, to which the experience o f  Irish

Protestant m issionaries testified. Robert Burke, a form er Senator from Galw ay, worked

as a m issionary with the A nglican Church M issionary Society under George Cockin,

Bishop o f  Ow erri, in Biafra. The scenes he and his w ife w itnessed in B iafra were

typical o f  those who w orked in the provision o f  relief:

H undreds o f  hungry people com e to us from 7 am to 7 pm and later 
appealing for food ...  even if  our supplies w ere doubled, we would not 
have enough. Besides destitute individuals, the appeals com e from 
over 300 refugee cam ps, m ore than 250 feeding centres, many 
hospitals and clinics, even from prisons . ..  the hum an suffering in 
m any o f  our cam ps is terrible. I f  I were in their condition 1 would pray 
for death.

T h e  B e g in n in g s  o f  I r is h  A id  t o  B ia f r a

These private accounts o f  the hum anitarian crisis augm ented the public activities o f  

those w ho cam paigned on B iafra’s behalf. C h ie f am ong them  was Fr Raym ond 

Kennedy, director o f  orientation in Owerri diocese, who was undertaking a training 

course in the United States when the region seceded. D eterm ined to have a positive

Ken Waters, ‘Influencing the message: the role o f  Catholic missionaries in media coverage o f  the 
Nigerian civil war’, The Catholic H istorical Review, Vol. 90, No. 4 (2004) p. 698.
”  ‘Brother Francis writes on Marist Mission in N igeria’, HGPA BP Box 7 -  Wartime Accounts. 

Quoted in Hodgins, Sister island, p. 22.
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impact, Kennedy began to canvass support for Riafra in various American circles. He

used the connections o f his brother Colm, an engineer resident in California, to meet

with Hank Wharton, an American entrepreneur and active supporter and supplier o f

military assistance to Ojukwu’s regime, who ferried Kennedy to Biafra on one o f his

planes in December 1967. In the week he spent there to assess conditions, Kennedy met

with Catholic and government officials and was ‘reported to have arranged interviews’ 
21with Ojukwu. He returned with a list o f  requests from the Catholic Bishops for altar 

bread and wine and from doctors for medical supplies. With the intention o f launching 

an appeal to raise funds to send the goods to Biafra, Kennedy’s brother, John 

O ’Loughlin Kennedy, organised a press conference in the Shelbourne Hotel for 12 

December 1967, less than twenty-four hours after Raymond’s return from Biafra. The 

latter’s motives clashed directly with those o f his Holy Ghost Superior, Fr Dinan, who 

refused to allow him permission to participate. The press conference was led instead by 

John O ’Loughlin Kennedy, but to little avail; the appeal received only a few lines in the 

Evening Press after ‘somebody’ rang the newspapers and ‘killed the story’. I t  was, 

however, at least a qualified success; a supply o f fibrinogen was immediately 

dispatched from Ireland, followed later by a consignment o f dried milk, paid for from 

the money collected as a result o f  the appeal.

Within twenty-four hours o f  the press conference an annoyed Fr Kennedy 

returned to the United States to work with Doran and Kilbride in raising awareness o f 

Biafra’s plight. His brother John and sister-in-law Kay were left to continue their work 

to raise awareness o f the issue. In January 1968, a Dublin doctor Charles Hamilton 

organised a consignment o f medical supplies which was sent to Biafra in co-operation 

with ‘a special committee headed by Mr John O ’Loughlin Kennedy’. The issue 

slowly gathered momentum. On 19 March 1968, using their contacts in Viatores 

Christi, the Kennedys invited members o f  the Holy Ghost, Kiltegan and Vincentian 

missionary orders, as well as other individuals, including Vincent Grogan, Supreme 

Knight o f the Knights o f Columbanus, to a meeting in their home on Northumberland 

Road in Dublin. ‘Without a clear idea o f what was to be done’,^”* the group assumed the

- 'O T u a th a ilto  Gallagher, 19 D ec. 1967, N A I DFA 2000/14 /19 .
Interview with John O ’Loughhn K ennedy, Dublin, 16 Jan. 2006.
‘Irish m edical help for B iafra', Irish In dependent, 23 Jan. 1968.
Farmar, B elievin g  in action , p. 15.
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nam e ‘A frica C oncern’ and decided to m eet every Tuesday night ‘until w e found some 

way o f  doing something’. I t s  fund-raising activities gradually began to bring 

subscriptions and volunteers to N orthum berland Road. At the same tim e, G rogan began 

to receive ‘a num ber o f  subscriptions . ..  as a result o f  a reference m ade to  me in a press 

interview ’ with C h ie f Jerom e Udoji and C h ief Robert Olisa, tw o representatives from 

Biafra sent to Europe by the A rchbishop o f  O nitsha, on their visit to D ublin in M arch 

1968.^^ In A pril the K nights o f  Colum banus jo ined  with other groups in form ing an 

inter-denom inational appeal called the N igeria/B iafra Refugee Fund, w hich involved 

Judge K ingsm ill M oore, Donal N evin and others. By the end o f  June, the fund had 

raised £3,500 for the re lie f o f  refugees, part o f  which was sent to D r Joseph W helan, the
27Holy Ghost Bishop o f  Owerri.

These activities, the slow ly increasing m edia attention, and the vocal support for 

the issue from am ong the m issionary ranks began to have a visible effect elsew here. In 

April 1968 the Irish Red Cross sent £5,000 in aid to  Biafra in response to the ICRC’s 

w orldw ide appeal, and the follow ing month a UCD ‘com m ittee to aid N igerian civil 

w ar refugees’ was created am ong its s ta ff and graduates. The C atholic H ierarchy also 

becam e involved, and by the end o f  June had raised what the B ishop o f  Ardagh and 

C lonm acnoise, Cahal Daly, called ‘a princely contribution by Irish C hristianity  to our 

suffering bro thers’ o f  £40,000,^* channelled through the Irish Red C ross. The groups 

succeeded in raising limited support, but on their own their activities w ere som ewhat 

disjointed. Like O xfam  in Britain, C atholic R elief Services in the U nited States, and 

various other developm ent N GO s, they struggled to transform  their actions into 

substantial public support in the m onths prior to the m edia’s full em brace o f  the 

subject. All changed in the early sum m er o f  1968. On 12 June British television station 

ITV broadcast film footage from a refugee cam p in Biafra o f  ‘heart-breaking scenes o f  

children slowly dying in m akeshift hospital beds because they had no food or 

m edicine’. The im ages broke the m edia silence on the m ounting hum anitarian

John O’Loughlin Kennedy, quoted in John A. Daly and Anthony G. Saville, The H istory o f  Joint 
Church Aid: Volume III (197 \), p. 844; a copy o f  this three-volume unpublished manuscript is held by 
the HGPA.

Grogan to ed., The Irish Times, 29 March 1968.
Grogan to ed., 77(e Irish Times, 28 June 1968.
Quoted in ‘Biafra dominates meeting o f  Knights’, The Irish Times, 28 June 1968.
Waters, ‘Influencing the m essage’, p. 697.
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disaster. N ew spaper coverage had had an enorm ous impact, but it was the 

transform ation o f  television as a m edium  for the transm ission o f  graphic news that 

proved most significant. Biafra becam e w hat Aengus Finucane later described as ‘the 

first m ajor disaster that was brought into the living room s o f  the world by television, 

w hich, with its visual im mediacy, challenged indifference to faraw ay suffering’.

Laurie W iseberg argued that to be effective the hum anitarian cam paign required

that the concern it articulated had ‘already been viewed as a m atter o f  im portance by
-11

som e minimal num ber o f  societal groups or organisations’. The groundw ork done by 

m issionaries, A frica Concern, the N igeria/B iafra Refugee Fund, and others created the 

kind o f  environm ent conducive to a w idespread acceptance o f  their m essage. The 

arrival from Biafra o f  G eorge Cockin, Anglican Bishop o f  Owerri, and L im erick-born 

Dr Joseph W helan, his Catholic counterpart, in late June 1968 transform ed the Irish 

public’s relationship with the crisis. With the intention o f  initiating a cam paign to raise 

re lie f funds, the bishops presented their case in term s designed to evoke the maxim um  

response from the Irish public. In his speeches W helan described the Irish people as 

‘kin to the B iafrans’,^  ̂ their relationship forged by a com m on historical experience. 

W here Haughey defined the Irish people’s connection with G orta in the broadest terms, 

W helan made the link directly between Ireland’s past and the present d ifficulties o f  the 

Biafran people: ‘The Biafrans like the Irish suffered persecution for faith and 

Fatherland. And now  there is one final and terrible likeness. B iafra is in the grip o f  a 

great hunger . ..  Let the Voice o f  Ireland carry the m essage o f  Biafra to the world and 

save Ireland’s spiritual children from exterm ination.’^̂  His use o f  the phrase ‘great 

hunger’, borrowed from the title o f  Cecil W oodham -Sm ith’s popular 1962 book on the 

Irish Famine,^'* illustrated how Irish historical experience could be appropriated for a 

new purpose. It played on the presum ed existence o f  popular m em ory o f  fam ine to 

w hich both John O ’Loughlin Kennedy and Fr Tony Byrne later attributed the strength

Finucane, ‘The changing roles o f  voluntary organisations’, p. 247.
Wiseberg, ‘The international politics o f  re lie f, p. 548.
Bishop Joseph Whelan, ‘The Great Hunger: Biafra and Ireland’, 26 June 1968, HGPA BP Box 1: 

Bishop Whelan Papers.
”  Ibid.

Cecil Woodham Smith, The great hunger: Ireland 1845-9  (London, 1962).
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o f the Irish public’s response, and it gave new and practical meaning to the link 

between Irish history and the contemporary developing world.

T h e  I r is h  H u m a n it a r ia n  E f f o r t

The bishops’ message was more than a simple exhortation to action based on vague 

notions o f Irish identity, and its success lay in what Wiseberg described as ‘the 

reducibility o f the issue to dimensions that can be readily understood by a large cross 

section o f the population. People can readily understand and react to “the need to feed 

starving children” . O n  28 June they appeared at a meeting at Ely Hall organised by 

Africa Concern to debate the relief situation and used the occasion to launch the Joint 

Biafra Famine Appeal (JBFA), a combined effort between Africa Concern and the 

Nigeria/Biafra Refugee Fund. Its aim was simple: to raise £100,000 in five weeks to 

‘Send One Ship’ o f  supplies to Biafra. The simplicity o f the request and the manner in 

which it was presented brought immediate success. News o f  its launch filtered out on 

the morning o f 28 June and before that evening’s meeting contributions o f £5,000 came 

in from the Irish public. As Whelan continued his tour o f  Ireland, meeting individuals, 

groups, and officials, including the President, the JBFA continued to gain momentum. 

By the time he left Ireland on 9 July the environment had been transformed; Whelan 

found h im se lf‘m oved’ by the extent o f the Irish people’s response.

The public’s generosity, stimulated by the urgency o f the bishops’ appeal, also 

owed much to the Irish media’s attitude to the crisis. In the immediate aftermath o f the 

Ely Hall meeting the Evening Herald  put its full weight behind the Biafran relief 

campaign. On 2 July 1968 it ran large front-page photos o f starving Biafran children
■5Q

under the heading ‘Faces o f Despair’, and the following day launched its 

UNICEF/Herald Biafran Fund from contributions that arrived on the back o f  the 

images. It presented the conflict in simple terms and pressed the Taoiseach to recognise 

the plight o f ‘a young Biafran child too young to know what the civil war is all about
-JQ

and suffering too much to care’. The television coverage was not long in following.

Interview with Kennedy (16 Jan. 2006); and interview with Fr Tony Bym e, Dublin, 21 Feb. 2007. 
Wiseberg, ‘The international politics o f  r e lie f , p. 550.

”  ‘Moving tribute by Bishop to Ireland’, Irish Independent, 10 July 1968.
‘Faces o f  Despair’, Evening H erald, 2 July 1968.

”  ‘Please Mr Lynch’, Evening H erald, 6 July 1968.
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In early July ‘Seven D ays’, ‘with understandable caution’ and with every effort ‘to 

maintain a neutral position’, re-opened the question o f Biafra. In the course o f its 

programme it broadcast a short film report introduced by an Irish nun with the 

comment ‘What you see is more eloquent than words’. K e n  Gray’s report in The Irish 

Times noted the shift in the question: ‘The continuous, animal-like crying o f  starving 

and emaciated children, for whom a quick death is the only merciful prospect, cannot 

be answered in terms o f  argument about the strategy o f war or the niceties o f diplomatic 

relationships.’'*' The purely political basis for policy-making had changed and, the 

Carlow Nationalist noted, a stage reached ‘when niceties o f  diplomatic procedures have 

to take second place and our humanitarian instincts allowed to have free rein’.'*̂

The JBFA’s success depended largely on its ability to translate this media 

attention into popular action. Africa Concern used its connections to persuade 

businesses to donate space, furniture, and office supplies to the campaign and filled 

donated advertising space with advertisements carrying emotional slogans such as ‘Is 

one meal a day too much to ask?’ alongside photographs o f  malnourished Biafran 

children. It installed its own telex to become a purveyor and shaper o f news on Biafra. 

To assist its collections the JBFA introduced a system o f county-by-county quotas 

devised by John O ’Loughlin Kennedy which gave each county in Ireland a target 

contribution and helped to instil a healthy sense o f rivalry and competition and to 

increase the amount collected at the same time. It proved extremely successful. By the 

end o f August 1968 the appeal collected £148,819, easily surpassing the initial target of 

£100,000.'*^ In March 1969 Bishop Whelan announced to a press conference in Dublin 

that the JBFA had surpassed £300,000 and was, per person, ‘the highest contribution 

made in any part o f the world’.'*'' Throughout the conflict the appeal continued to 

benefit from the generosity o f the Irish public, and Africa Concern’s income during the 

war exceeded £1 million, a level not matched until the Ethiopian famine o f 1983/84."'^

Ken Gray, ‘The Biafran horror -  television’, 77ie Irish Times, 11 July 1968.
Ibid.
‘Ireland’s role in Nigerian crisis’, Carlow  Nationalist, 5 July 1968, N A l DFA 2000/14/22. 
Figures from Africa Concern, First annual report o f  the Joint Biafra Famine Appeal fo r  the yea r  

ending 3Cf'' June 1969 [1969]), p. 18.
Quoted in ‘Lead world in aid for Biafra’, Irish Independent, 29 March 1969.
Farmar, Believing in action, p. 24.
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In July 1968, shortly after chartering an English ship, the SS Korbach, to convey 

relief supplies to Biafra, the organisation was incorporated as Africa Concern Ltd in 

order to allow it to purchase a ship, re-named the Columcille, to distribute its relief 

supplies. It had a somewhat ‘testy’ relationship with JCA on Sao Tome, the latter 

frowning on Africa Concern’s tendency to include what it termed ‘luxury’ items 

(including beer for relief workers) with its relief supplies.'*^ In February 1969 Africa 

Concern began its own airlift from Libreville in Gabon directly to Biafra. The decision 

to co-operate with Belgian International Air Service (BIAS), which transported arms to 

Biafra, in the airlift, compounded the organisation’s dubious reputation in the eyes o f 

the Federal authorities. Its close relationship with the Holy Ghost Fathers and the 

involvement o f Fr Kennedy -  in October 1968 appointed general manager o f Africa 

Concern and the following month labelled the head o f  ‘an alleged gigantic Catholic 

operation currently bringing hundreds o f mercenaries into Biafra’"̂’ -  confirmed its bias 

in Federal eyes. Not even a visit by Grogan to Lagos in December 1968, where he met 

with officials from the Federal government, could counter the ‘considerable irritation in 

Lagos government circles about reported statements o f some Irish missionaries and
48about what was thought to be Irish support for the Biafran political cause’.

The accusations appeared to matter little to the Irish public, which continued to 

contribute to the campaign. The attention it generated had a considerable knock-on 

effect on the activities o f established NGOs in Ireland. The Irish Red Cross found itself 

‘swamped ... with Biafran relief supplies donated by Irish people’ in the week after 

Bishop W helan’s visit."*  ̂ On 9 July 1968 the organisation shipped £40,000 worth o f 

relief to Santa Isabel, a Spanish island o ff the West African coast, from where it was to 

be airlifted to Biafra. In the course o f  the war it continued to offer considerable 

assistance, including the provision o f  a number o f medical teams important to the ICRC 

relief effort. Gorta, by contrast, ‘was established to help people ... to help 

them selves,’ part o f  a longer-term strategy for development. Prior to the Biafran crisis 

it had only begun to establish itself in Irish public consciousness through its fund-

Interview with Kennedy (16 Jan. 2006).
‘Priest “isn’t mercenary organiser”’, Irish Press, 28 Nov. 1968. 
‘Famine relief chief back from Lagos’, The Irish Times, 14 Dec. 1968. 
‘No stop in famine aid to Biafra’, Irish Press, 8 July 1968.
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raising and the projects it ran in T anzania and Kenya. Its initial foray into N igeria in 

1967, a £2,500 grant to a project in Kaduna, N orthern N igeria, was to be m atched by 

projects planned for O nitsha, Owerri, and O goja in the Eastern Region before ‘the 

outbreak o f  hostilities prevented these from being carried o u t’.^' During the conflict the 

organisation ran a small num ber o f  projects in Federal-run areas, part o f  an effort to 

regenerate the area in the afterm ath o f  the conflict, all o f  which were ‘based upon 

proposals subm itted by m issionaries and projects w hich are or will be m anaged by 

m issionaries’.^  ̂ They provided the tools to reconstruct the lives o f  those who suffered 

during the conflict; ‘funds for basic m aterial inputs such as seeds, tools, fertilisers and 

such things as garri grinders and rice th reshers’.

This kind o f  work was what G orta’s m andate from the FFHC dem anded, but in 

the face o f  a hum anitarian disaster on the scale experienced in Biafra, it placed the 

organisation in a position o f  difficulty. Long-term  reconstruction projects could not, nor 

did they purport to, deal with the im m ediate difficulties o f  food shortage, 

m alnourishm ent and starvation, nor could they grasp the attention o f  the broader public 

in the m anner o f  disaster relief. In M arch 1969 the M inister for A griculture Neil Blaney 

suggested that G orta ‘m ight consider co-operating with em ergency re lie f organisations 

in stricken areas such as B iafra’. T h e  instructions publicly issued to the organisation’s 

com m ittee captured the essence o f  the problem s it faced: ‘to exam ine the best m eans 

w hereby G orta can fulfil its prim ary long-term  objectives o f  helping others to feed 

them selves, but also to consider if  we can give encouragem ent and practical help in that 

ghastly interm ediate period o f  despair and hopelessness’.^  ̂ G orta found itse lf caught 

between a desire to rem ain true to its defined objectives and the pressure exerted by the 

m ore im m ediate question o f  disaster relief. W ithin months, the im m ediacy o f  A frica 

C oncern’s cam paign and its prom otion o f  a new form o f  developm ent N G O  from 

within Irish society eclipsed G orta’s fund-raising activities. By the m iddle o f  1969, the 

organisation privately com plained o f ‘a big reduction in subscriptions due prim arily to

‘Gorta in Nigeria’, Gorta News, No. 1 (1970).
Gorta document, ‘Projects -  Current and Planned. Annex “A” to minutes o f  Council Meeting on 9 Oct. 

1969’, NAI DFA 2005/145/1608.
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Quoted in ibid.
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the preoccupation o f  the public and press w ith the N igeria/B iafra situation’. A f r i c a  

C oncern’s close relationship with the Irish media, its growth from w ithin an interested 

section o f  the population, and its sim ple direct message, contrasted w ith G orta’s 

com plex and unw ieldy com m ittee structure and its close association with the Irish 

governm ent, and this left it sim ply unable to com pete.

T h e  I r is h  G o v e r n m e n t ’s  H u m a n i t a r i a n  R e s p o n s e

The im pact o f  A frica C oncern’s activities was not limited to the N G O  sector. The 

w idespread support it generated placed considerable pressure on the Irish governm ent, 

which had hitherto largely eschew ed public debate on Biafra. It presented Irish officials 

with a dilem m a akin to that raised by the m issionaries’ position: a desire to assist in 

their efforts m arried to a necessity to m inim ise the political im pact o f  its policies. The 

principle o f  non-interference and the desire to avoid any activity that m ight associate 

Irish citizens w ith the Biafran cause, central to its policy o f  non-recognition o f  Biafra, 

informed its approach to the hum anitarian crisis. In October 1968 K eating w arned that 

‘participation in re lie f in this country [N igeria] is essentially a political one and that we 

should consider everything done by the State . ..  not m erely in term s o f  re lie f for
57N igeria but in term s o f  political consequences for us’. It follow ed that the Irish 

governm ent should channel its re lie f contributions through agencies acceptable to the 

Federal governm ent: the ICRC and, later in the war, UNICEF.

Influenced by Federal preferences, the decision fitted a broader pattern o f  Irish 

foreign policy. The ICRC was a universally accepted supra-national body whose
58activities took place ‘outside the political sphere and pronouncing no judgem en ts’. Its 

neutrality o f  action m ade the ICRC, in A iken’s view, ‘a most valuable organisation in a 

situation such as the civil w ar in Niger ia’. T h e  precedent set in previous crises was at 

least as im portant; since the Irish Red C ross was already the governm ent’s ‘accepted 

channel o f  re lie f aid ... it w ould be very foolish to depart from a practice w hich the

Blaney to Hillery, 29 July 1969, NAI DFA 2005/145/1608.
”  Keating to 6  Tuathail, 28 Oct. 1968, NAI DFA Lagos P I3/7/2.

Macalister-Smith, International humanitarian assistance, p. 90.
Hand-written notes by Aiken on Nigeria, undated, UCDA Aiken Papers P104/7148.

191



people accepted’. T h e  correspondence between the Irish governm ent’s political 

attitude to Biafra and the m anner in w hich it approached the hum anitarian crisis 

paralleled broader international trends. The Canadian governm ent, w hose political 

assessm ent o f  the w ar the Irish governm ent closely m atched, channelled all o f  its aid 

contributions through the ICRC, and argued that that to do otherw ise ‘w ould violate the 

principle o f  non-interference in N igeria’s internal affairs’.^’ The N ordic governm ents, 

the United States, and W est Germ any, m ore w illing to becom e involved pro-actively in 

m ediation, provided re lie f through both the ICRC and the JCA airlift. The French 

governm ent, w hich offered support but not recognition to Biafra, gave assistance to the 

independent French Red Cross airlift from Libreville in Gabon directly to Biafra.

In each case, the nature o f  governm ent response corresponded closely with the 

levels o f  public activity on the issue. The Irish governm ent was no different. It chose 28 

June 1968, the day Cockin and W helan launched the ‘Send O ne Ship’ cam paign in 

Dublin, to announce its intention to contribute £100,000 to the Irish Red Cross ‘for the 

purchase o f  food and m edicines in Ireland for despatch to N igeria, and particularly to 

the distressed districts in the Eastern R egion’.®̂ The w ording o f  its statem ent was 

im portant. It assum ed a leading role for the governm ent in the direction o f  relief, and 

allowed it to distance itself from accusations that it favoured either side, while 

sim ultaneously recognising that it was in the East that the problem  was most 

significant. When the Irish Red Cross consignm ent left Dublin port on 9 July, DEA 

officials were present, having persuaded the N igerian C harge d ’A ffaires also to attend. 

As the JBFA gained m om entum , on 29 A ugust 1968 the Irish governm ent donated a 

further £25,000 to the Irish Red Cross, and the efforts o f  H illery to review  policy the 

following year w ere a direct reaction to the evolving public debate. The com parison 

with the Canadian governm ent’s attitude is instructive. The latter m ade three 

contributions to the re lie f effort, in M ay, July and Septem ber 1968, each the result o f  

public pressure and debate.

‘Note on interview given by Tanaiste to Mr John O ’Loughiin Kennedy o f  Africa Concern Ltd on I?* 
April 1969’, NAI DFA 2000/14/36.

David R. Morrison, A id  and ebb tide: a history o f  CIDA and Canadian development assistance 
(Ontario, 1998), p. 75.
“  DEA press release, 28 June 1968, NAI DFA 2000/14/37.
“  Wiseberg, ‘The international politics o f  re lie f, pp. 255-6.
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The initial contribution o f  £100,000 apart, the problem  with the Irish 

governm ent’s policies stem m ed from the fact that they were largely reactive rather than 

pro-active. Its assertion that the ICRC offered a ‘central authority ’ through which re lie f 

could be channelled m ost effectively and efficiently,^"* ran into difficulty as the 

organisation’s operations gradually lost their effectiveness. The argum ent essentially 

becam e self-defeating since, as W iseberg noted, ‘using this criterion, a policy change 

should have logically com e about in June 1969, if  not sooner’. T h e  refusal to 

countenance any alternative channel for Irish hum anitarian assistance drastically 

reduced the effectiveness o f  its contributions. The Irish M ovem ent for Peace in 

N igeria/B iafra, a loosely-based pressure group, warned in M arch 1969 that the Irish 

public would ‘not easily be convinced that financial contributions to the Red Cross 

relieve their G overnm ent o f  the obligation to  live up to this statem ent o f  its du ty ’.^  ̂ The 

review  initiated by Hillery on his appointm ent as M inister in July o f  the sam e year 

recognised the shortcom ings o f  governm ent policy. His m eetings with officials from 

both sides o f  the war, representatives o f  the m issionary orders, and officials from 

various Irish re lie f agencies added an urgency to the situation m issing in A iken’s 

private attem pts to exhort the Federal authorities to open a re lie f corridor and to re-open 

the ICRC airlift. On 17 July Hillery instructed Keating to explore with the Federal 

governm ent ‘most urgently, for the short term , w ays to restart re lie f supplies going into 

B iafra’.®̂

W hen those attem pts proved less than fruitful, he continued his efforts 

elsew here. In G eneva the C harge d ’Affaires Brendan Nolan rem ained in close contact 

w ith ICRC officials, including A uguste Lindt, the organisation’s C om m issioner 

General, and in Septem ber 1969 6  Tuathail travelled to an ICRC conference in Istanbul 

in order to represent the Irish governm ent’s interests in re-starting the airlift. By 

N ovem ber 1969, in the b e lie f that ‘we cannot postpone further assistance any longer’,^* 

Hillery entered into negotiations with A frica C oncern’s representatives about the m ost 

effective form o f  assistance to Biafra. The result -  a £25,000 loan to UNICEF to charter

Keating to Ronan, 27 Aug. 1968, NAI DFA 2000/14/36.
“  Wiseberg, ‘The international politics o f  re lie f, p. 196.

Hanahoe to Aiken, 4 March 1969, NAI DFA 2001/43/133.
6  Tuathail, ‘Briefing Note N o.4 on Nigerian R e lie f , 1 Sept. 1969, NAI DFA 2000/14/35. 
Hillery to de Barra, 27 Nov. 1969, NAI DFA 2002/19/24.
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the Columcille to use it for the shipment o f relief supplies and equipment along the 

Nigerian coast -  compromised between Aiken’s commitment to multilateral channels 

and Hillery’s determination to take positive action. The additional £10,500 made 

available to UNICEF for its relief operations and a further £50,000 to the Irish Red 

Cross underlined the seriousness o f  Hillery’s commitment.

The decision to channel Irish funds through UNICEF carried two further 

implications. In the publicity stakes, the direct contribution o f £10,500 offered ‘an 

opportunity to make up for our very poor record in supporting UNICEF over the years 

by comparison with other countries’, and to match the £30,000 already sent by the Irish 

National UNICEF C o m m itte e .T h e  decision had further, negative connotations. By 

transmitting its assistance through another body, Irish officials gave further indication 

o f their inherent distrust o f Africa Concern and their fear o f being closely associated 

with its activities. From its inception, the relationship had been strained. What O 

Tuathail described as Africa Concern’s ‘extreme impatience with bureaucracy’™ was in 

marked contrast with the Irish government’s cautious approach to the conflict. John 

O ’Loughlin Kennedy o f  Africa Concern captured the essence o f the disagreement; 

‘[they] found us impetuous and too ready to take a risk. We would have found them 

totally unready to take a risk.’ '̂ The success o f Africa Concern and its form o f  direct 

assistance challenged the Irish government to arrive at an adequate response. As Tony 

Farmar noted, it simply ‘had very little experience or understanding o f the kind o f 

lobbying and activism that Africa Concern was involved with’.

In a conflict in which the Irish government had little direct interest, Africa 

Concern’s approach might have tested the former’s patience. Given the situation o f the 

Irish missionaries across Nigeria, the NGO’s tactics, perceived political bias, and close 

association with the Holy Ghost Order became a source o f constant irritation for the 

Irish government. The involvement o f Fr Kennedy, known personally to Aiken (his 

father had fought alongside Aiken in the civil war) and to 6  Tuathail (whom he had 

taught at school) aroused the DEA’s suspicion from the outset. Before he departed for

6  Tuathail to H olm es, 5 June 1969, N A I DFA L agos P13/5/4.
™ 6  Tuathail, ‘N ote on v isit to Joint Biafra Famine A ppeal/“Africa Concern” Headquarters: conversation  
with Father Doheny and Mr and Mrs John O ’Loughlin K ennedy’, 9 N ov. 1968, N A l DFA 2 0 0 0 /14 /36 . 

Interview with K ennedy (16 Jan. 2006).
Farmar, B elievin g  in action , pp. 25-6 .
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Biafra in D ecem ber 1967, K ennedy travelled to New Y ork to m eet with A iken in an 

attem pt to persuade the latter to act in favour o f  Biafra. He w as not im pressed; Kennedy 

later recalled that he ‘m ore or less patted me on the back in a benign way, advised me 

not to go to  Biafra, but rather to return to my com fortable parish in California and the 

saying o f  my prayers piously, and leave weighty affairs o f  State to com petent m ature
73experts like h im se lf .

The suspicion aroused by Fr K ennedy’s political bias and his association with 

Hank W harton and others extended to A frica Concern. Before the Cohimcille left 

Dublin for Sao Tom e in A ugust 1968, Sean Ronan told the general m anager o f  Irish 

Shipping Lim ited o f  his departm ent’s ‘fear that the ship m ight carry arm s’, possibly 

loaded outside Irish ju risd ic tion .’  ̂ 6  Tuathail w ent as far as to investigate the 

possibility o f  ‘m aking an order to prohibit the transport o f  arm s and am m unition in 

Irish-owned sh ips’, but was told by a D epartm ent o f  Transport and Power official that 

to do so w ould require new legislation .’  ̂ The fear that any Irish re lie f effort m ight be 

used to transport am m unition drove the Irish Em bassy in Lagos to even greater 

extrem es. In K eating’s eyes, the shipm ent had already been tarnished by its close 

association with Fr K ennedy and Fr Des Byrne o f  the Catholic Secretariat. The 

A m bassador w as ‘sorry to see so m uch goodwill and energy going to waste because the 

m isdirected zeal o f  the organisers inevitably is pushing it to a dead end’ and w orried 

that John O ’Loughlin Kennedy m ight endeavour to gain publicity for his organisation 

by setting out ‘to em barrass both the Governm ent and me by an approach to this 

Em bassy should the opportunity ar i se’. I n  the event, K eating m ay have done as much 

to draw  attention to the shipm ent as A frica Concern. On 26 Septem ber 1968, he visited 

the N igerian C om m issioner for T ransport and explained that the Cohimcille ‘was in the 

hands o f  an Irish group, whom  he m ight regard as having behaved in an over-em otional 

and irresponsible w ay’.’’ A iken was m ore circum spect; though he viewed A frica 

Concern as a ‘som ew hat m isguided endeavour’, he was anxious to avoid public

”  Quoted in ‘Government inaction over Biafra is condemned’, The Irish Times, 21 June 1969. 
Note by Ronan, 9 Aug. 1968, NAI DFA 2000/14/36.
6  Tuathail to Ronan, 12 Aug. 1968, ibid.
Keating to Ronan, 27 Aug. 1968, ibid.
Keating to 6  Tuathail, 27 Sept. 1968, ibid.
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controversy and felt that ‘all w e can do with them is to be as helpful as possible in their
78particular endeavour’.

Irish officials rem ained suspicious o f  and frustrated by A frica C oncern’s 

m otives. In April 1969 6  Tuathail speculated that the organisation was ‘moving 

tow ards a m ore neutral and less explicitly pro-Biafran st ance’, b u t  a ‘political

statem ent’ made by Fr Kennedy at a public m eeting less than tw o m onths later was
80described by the same official as ‘a good piece o f  pro-Biafran propaganda’. H illery’s 

review o f  policy in July 1969, w hich asked officials to com m ent on the possibility o f 

channelling re lie f directly through A frica Concern, sim ply served to re-em phasise the 

distance between the two parties. 6  Tuathail -  praised in hindsight by John O ’Loughlin 

Kennedy for being ‘im m ensely helpful’*' -  and Keating exhibited a deep-rooted 

m istrust o f  the organisation. 6  Tuathail argued that to support A frica Concern was ‘to 

some extent giving in to O jukw u’*̂  and worried that the accusations o f  gun-running 

against it m ight lead the Irish governm ent to becom e too closely associated with the 

Biafran cause. Less convincingly, but equally sym ptom atic o f  the Irish governm ent’s 

cautious approach, 6  Tuathail argued that to provide official assistance through A frica 

C oncern w ould set a precedent for funding individual N GO s. In Lagos Keating went 

even further. He warned that ‘[a]ny direct grant o f  funds to A frica Concern will be 

regarded in Lagos as an appreciable change in policy’.*  ̂ He worried at the level o f  

control the Irish governm ent w ould retain over the funding, given w hat he rather 

disingenuously described as the ‘poor’ m ethods o f  organisation em ployed by A frica 

Concern.*^ In N ovem ber 1969, during the debate surrounding the lease o f  the 

Columcille through UNICEF, Keating returned again to his argum ent. He warned 

against any direct funding for the N G O  and denounced ‘the general am ateurishness o f  

A frica C oncern’s organisation, accounting procedures, etc, and the possibility o f  the 

danger o f  scandal at home if  anything went w rong and the danger to the G overnm ent if

Ronan to K eating, 9  Sept. 1968, ibid.
”  6  Tuathail to Keating, 16 April 1969, ibid.

O Tuathail was reporting on the events at a public m eeting in Ely Hall on 9 June 1969: O Tuathail to 
H olm es, 10 June 1969, ibid.

Interview with K ennedy (16 Jan. 2006).
N ote by O Tuathail, ‘Q uestion o f  contributing G overnm ental funds towards Africa Concern air lift’, 30  

July 1969, N A I DFA 2001 /43 /134 .
K eating w as quoted in 6  Tuathail to private sec. to the M inister, 30  July 1969, ibid.

*■* N ote  by O Tuathail, ‘Q uestion o f  contributing G overnm ental funds towards Africa Concern air lift’, 30  
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too closely associated with A frica C oncern’.*̂  The organisation’s ‘pro-B iafra v iew s’ 

m ade it politically unacceptable in Lagos, he added, and com m ented on the 

‘carelessness o f  A frica Concern in the past in allow ing arms to be m ixed up with ... 

re lie f cargo’.

K eating’s com m ents testified to the strain placed on Irish officials by A frica 

C oncern’s popularity and the direct m ethods it adopted. Finding it im possible to control 

the direction o f  discussion on Biafra, the Irish governm ent struggled to find an 

alternative strategy to  its attem pts to avoid ‘public debate o f  any kind, and even public 

com m ent o f  any descrip tion’.*  ̂ Its relationships with other N G O s relied on the same 

principles. Its praise for the activities o f  C aritas Internationalis, the Catholic re lie f 

agency that operated through JCA from Sao Tom e, could not dispel the perception 

am ong Irish m issionaries in Biafra that the re lie f organisation was ‘frowned upon by 

the G overnm ent’.** They were correct. In spite o f  Fr Tony B yrne’s support for the 

policy o f  non-recognition,*^ and JC A ’s strict policy o f  checking its cargoes, the Irish 

governm ent preferred to err on the side o f  caution in the face o f  the Federal 

governm ent’s accusation o f  gun-running against the organisation. W hen Fr Byrne was 

appointed acting director o f  C aritas Internationalis in Rome in January 1969, 6  

Tuathail could not hide his disappointm ent; ‘a lay-m an or a non-Irish and non-C.S.Sp. 

[Holy Ghost] priest w ould have been better. Father B yrne’s appointm ent can only feed 

the fears and suspicions o f  the Federal G overnm ent o f  a Caritas/C atholic/Irish C.S.Sp. 

anti-Federal conspiracy.

Byrne had conspiracy theories o f  his own. In January 1969 a proposed interview 

on Raidio E ireann’s ‘W eekend Round A bou t’ program m e was pulled at the last minute. 

Byrne claim ed that Jim  Sheeran, the p rogram m e’s presenter, telephoned him the night 

before and told him , ‘in an agitated m anner, that his authorities w ere not agreeable to 

his interview ing Father Byrne during the Radio Program m e’.^' 6  T uathail’s denial o f

Keating was paraphrased by O Tuathail in his note, ‘Re Government’s proposed contribution o f  
£25,000 for Biafran r e lie f , 16 Nov. 1969, N A l DFA 2000/14/39.

Ibid.
McCann to 6  Siiilleabhain (DT), 11 Dec. 1967, NAI DFA 2001/43/125.
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Note by 6  Tuathail, 15 July 1968, ibid.
Hand-written note, O Tuathail to Holmes, 2 Jan. 1969, appended to cutting o f ‘Plans to beat Biafra 

famine’, Evening H erald, 2 Jan. 1969, ibid.
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any DEA involvement in the decision could not disguise his department’s inherent 

conservativeness in dealing with Caritas Internationalis.^^ He and his officials argued 

that to support Byrne’s airlift would be unconstitutional under Article 44.2 in which the 

state is prohibited from endowing any religion. In spite o f Byrne’s protestations that the
Q-J

article provided ‘very little in the way o f an obstacle’, the DEA maintained its 

opposition. The lightweight nature o f the argument it put forward undermined the 

seriousness o f its actual concerns. In November 1969, on investigation o f  the issue, the 

DEA’s legal advisor found that the provision o f assistance through JCA could not ‘be 

remotely construed as endowing a religion under Article 44/2 o f the Bunreacht’.̂ "*

The same was true o f its relationship with Gorta, whose difficulty in competing 

with Africa Concern and the attempts by members o f its committee to persuade the 

organisation to adopt more dramatic and visible projects created additional concerns for 

the DEA. Keating complained at the organisation’s misguided motives and warned that 

‘Gorta may cause the Government and Irish missionaries in Nigeria grave 

embarrassment if it proceeds to dash money around without proper thought in an effort 

to compete with Africa Concern’. T h e  DEA’s critical interest in Gorta’s activities was 

in marked contrast to its previous attitude towards the organisation. As late as 

September 1968 Gorta’s committee invited the DEA to co-operate with it on the 

grounds that its presence ‘would be a very great help. Not only in the coordination o f 

aid programmes generally but also in bringing influence to bear on developing 

countries to deal expeditiously with assistance projects which Gorta would be 

proposing.’^̂  Donal O ’Sullivan thought the idea ‘a good one’, and was backed by 

McCann, but Aiken was opposed to the proposal.^’ In January 1969 he appears to have 

changed his mind about Gorta’s importance, and responsibility for monitoring its 

affairs was transferred to the political section o f the DEA.

Worried at the ad hoc and unstructured nature o f Gorta’s approach, the DEA 

attempted to use its influence to direct its efforts to more politically acceptable schemes 

in the West, North and ‘liberated’ areas o f the East o f Nigeria. In the hope that ‘with

Ibid.
Shields to Holmes, 4 Feb. 1969, ibid.
Note by 6  Tuathail, 20 Nov. 1969, NAI DFA 2000/14/39.
Keating to 6  Tuathail, 25 Feb. 1969, NAI DFA Lagos P13/7/1.
Donal O’Sullivan to sec. DEA, 18 Sept. 1968, NAI DFA 2002/19/275.
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patience w e may still be able to lead G orta like a bull by the nose tow ards a properly 

form ulated program m e’,^* 6  Tuathail involved h im self closely in its activities. He met 

with m issionaries, re lie f officials, and G orta representatives and attem pted to placate 

the organisation by giving it ‘so m uch inform ation that they can not com plain that they 

have nothing from us and try to ju stify  a trip to N igeria/B iafra on these grounds’. A s  

his efforts met with the intransigence o f  som e m em bers o f  the com m ittee -  notably its 

secretary Com m andant Sheeran, w ho visited N igeria in January 1970 ju s t p rior to 

B iafra’s collapse -  O Tuathail becam e increasingly frustrated. In M ay 1969 he w rote o f  

his wish that he ‘could get G orta straightened out . ..  they are taking up m uch too m uch 

tim e and unlike the Red Cross we do not see any w orthw hile end product’.''^'’

I r e l a n d , t h e  L u n s /H a g u e  G r o u p  a n d  H u m a n it a r ia n  R e l ie f

In the m idst o f  6  T uathail’s attem pts to  deal with Gorta, K eating wondered if  the 

D E A ’s conservative approach had in fact hindered it in its attem pts to  win over the 

re lie f organisations to its way o f  thinking. In a letter to O Tuathail discussing G orta’s 

proposed activities on 29 M ay 1969, K eating wondered if  the DEA ‘should not be 

m uch more active in its co-ordination o f  re lie f activities -  after all it provides m ost o f  

the m oney when one takes the Red Cross into account also ’.'®' He referred to the 

attitude o f  the Luns G roup (also known as the Hague G roup) o f  states, formed in the 

early part o f  1969 at the behest o f  Dr Joseph Luns, the Dutch Foreign M inister, as a 

discussion group on developing re lie f operations in N igeria. Its m em bers w ere the EC 

states (except France), D enm ark, N orw ay, Sweden, the United States, and C anada -  all 

m ajor aid-giving states to N igeria. K eating com m ented that those states had ‘a much 

m ore positive line with regard to re lie f and can depend on considerable co-operation 

from their re lie f au thorities’.''^^ An exam ination o f  the policies o f  the N ordic states bore 

testim ony to his attitude. They shared a sim ilar political approach to the w ar to that o f  

Ireland but took a considerably m ore constructive attitude to the hum anitarian crisis. In

6  Tuathail to Keating, 24 April 1969, NAI DFA Lagos P13/7/L  
6  Tuathail to Small, 23 July 1969, NAI DFA Lagos P13/5.
6  Tuathail to Keating, 16 May 1969, NAI DFA Lagos P13/7/1. 
Keating to 6  Tuathail, 29 May 1969, ibid.
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addition to providing relief through the ICRC, each o f  the states provided aid through

JCA, via Nordchurchaid.

The Irish government, by contrast, continued to adopt a defensive attitude to the

humanitarian question. Its response to an invitation to jo in  the Luns Group in March

1969 was typical. Eoin Mac White, Irish Ambassador to the Netherlands, argued that

membership would put Ireland

in excellent, indeed, impeccable company. Its direct sources o f  
information and close liaison with the International Red Cross give us 
the opportunity to get a valuable spectrum o f  up-to-date information 
and opinion. The fact that the group includes the countries giving 
about 75% o f  the aid to Biafra makes it potentially effective and in 
view o f  our involvement in this aid, I think we should join it.'*̂ ^

His Minister took a more cautious view. Aiken saw

many possible difficulties in the Dutch initiative and in our 
participation in the group, in view o f  the great delicacy o f  all aspects 
o f  the Nigerian civil war at present ... As you will realise, the 
humanitarian issues arising out o f  the civil war have all along been 
closely interwoven with the political issues, and it cannot be expected 
that the Luns group will succeed in taking them in isolation, despite 
any wish they may have to do so . '”'*

The conservativeness born o f  his political assessment o f  the conflict continued to 

dominate A iken’s approach. He dismissed the motives o f  the participating states, who 

were all, he argued, ‘under strong public pressure on the whole Nigerian question’. '”  ̂

The Irish government was under similar pressure, but would not let itself be associated 

too closely with the group’s efforts for fear o f  their political implications.

When he later agreed that Ireland join the group, Aiken included the caveat, 

expressed by 6  Tuathail at the first meeting o f  the group he attended on 31 March 

1969, that ‘participation would not commit [the Irish government] to ac tion’. '”  ̂

A iken’s attitude paralleled the approach taken by the Finnish government, the 

exception among the Nordic states, which shared A iken’s wariness. It jo ined the Luns 

group alongside Ireland, Switzerland and Austria in March 1969, and at its first meeting 

on 31 March made a similar statement about its commitment to action. The essence o f  

the two states’ concerns was presented in an aide memoire delivered to the meeting by

M acW hiteto  sec. D E A , 15 March 1969, N A I DFA 2 0 01 /43 /153 .
Ronan to M acW hite, 21 March 1969, ibid.
Ibid.
Confidential US Em bassy report from the Hague, 2 April 1969, N A U K  FCO 65/279 .
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6  Tuathail w hich outlined the Irish governm ent’s fears ‘about possible 

m isrepresentation o f  such jo in t consultations and if  these w ere to give rise to 

m isleading press speculation w hich m ight tend to postpone the opening o f  negotiations 

[betw een N igeria and Biafra], they w ould wish to be free to restate their posi t ion’. I n  

spite o f  Dutch assurances that ‘participation com m its no one to m ore than [the] search 

for agreem ents on parallel actions and that [the] G roup should do nothing that w ould 

hinder political set t lement’, A i k e n  rem ained cautious. A fter the Dutch m isleadingly 

stated in June 1969 that a m eeting o f  the group had agreed to obtain perm ission for 

daylight flights to Uli, he inform ed them  that Ireland’s participation was ‘now under 

consideration’.'^^ Described by 6  Tuathail as an attem pt to ‘put down a m arker’, " ’’ it 

highlighted the governm ent’s nervousness at the potential im plications o f  the g roup’s 

activities.

In keeping with his m ore energetic attem pt to find a solution to the 

hum anitarian crisis and to consolidate Ireland’s relationship with the EC states, A iken’s 

successor H illery took a m ore positive approach. In a m eeting with Luns on 15 July 

1969 he expressed Ireland’s ‘appreciation ...  for the initiative he had taken in relation 

to the N igerian conflict’ and asked ‘w hether there was anything further which he 

thought could be usefully done in the m atter’. ' "  Later that year H illery used Irish 

participation in the group to his advantage as evidence o f  his constructive approach to 

the hum anitarian crisis, describing it as ‘a group o f  the m ajor donor countries sharing a 

generally  sim ilar stand as regards the political issues’ w hich met ‘for informal 

discussions on the problem s involved’."^  In reality, as H illery showed, the actions o f  

the Luns Group w ere o f  little significance to the Federal governm ent or to the Biafran 

authorities. H illery’s statem ents had no im pact on Irish m issionaries and did not bring 

any negative action against them . He recognised that Ireland could only benefit from its 

participation, in term s o f  its position on the conflict, its contribution to the re lie f effort,

Confidential aide-memoire, March 1969, NAl DFA 2001/43/153.
Confidential US Embassy report from the Hague, 2 April 1969, NAUK FCO 65/279.
6  Tuathail to MacWhite, 13 June 1969, NAI DFA 2001/43/153.
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and, indirectly, its standing in Europe by being involved with a group that prom oted 

pan-European co-operation.

I r e l a n d  a n d  t h e  E n d  o f  t h e  C o n f l ic t

W hen the w ar ended in January 1970, the w orld feared the worst, particularly after the 

Federal governm ent refused to allow  foreign aid organisations, journalists, or observers 

to enter the Eastern Region. It quickly appealed to ‘friendly governm ents’ to offer aid, 

and rejected offers from ‘certain governm ents such as France, Portugal, South A frica 

and the rebel regim e in Rhodesia, w hich have been studiously hostile to the Federal 

cause throughout the crisis’."^  A list was produced o f  international re lie f agencies, 

including JCA, Caritas Internationalis, A frica Concern and all o f  the organisations that 

operated the flights into Biafra, that were unacceptable in the new environm ent, and the 

N ational C om m ittee for R ehabilitation and the vastly im proved N igerian Red Cross 

were left to operate what becam e a m ore efficient re lie f program m e, albeit one which 

m ight have benefited from the experience and expertise o f  international assistance.

The DEA and Irish officials in Lagos had been preparing ideas about re lie f 

operations before the war had ended. Their approach underlined the prim acy o f  the 

Irish governm ent’s political considerations. On 9 January 6  Tuathail prepared a note on 

‘Planning for R elief and Reconstruction in N igeria’, w hich focussed on providing re lie f 

‘in a way acceptable to the N igerians who are very sensitive o f  appearing to rely on 

outside (white) help, [and] secondly, w hile working w ithin the lim itations im posed by 

the N igerians, to see that re lie f supplies reach the needy people they are intended for 

and that m edical team s are utilised and provided with supplies and supporting 

services’.” '' 6  Tuathail was not insensitive to the possible advantages that could 

accrue. He recom m ended that the Irish governm ent ‘should be selective in aid schem es, 

i.e. concentrate on neglected areas and/or projects w here we can get some return, e.g. 

th ro ’ [5/c.] furthering Irish m ission in terests’."^  All efforts w ere directed through the 

fram ew orks provided by the N igerian governm ent and agencies acceptable to it. The

Quoted from the Federal government’s press release, ‘Nigeria bans Irish relief agency’, The Irish 
Times, 16 Jan. 1970.
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Irish governm ent’s im m ediate pledge o f  £80,000 for the use o f  the National 

R ehabilitation Com m ission in N igeria w as to be spent ‘in accordance with the w ishes 

o f  the N igerian au thorities’."^  The governm ent also pledged £10,000 to  UNICEF 

(along with C anada the first to do so) and the same am ount to the N igerian Red Cross 

for reconstruction. Both o f  the latter contributions were taken up, but the £80,000 

rem ained unused and Irish officials w ere unw illing to interfere in pressing for its use. 

They preferred to continue the governm ent’s policy o f  ‘“ fence m ending” ...  even
117though this m ay not perhaps be altogether popular here at hom e’.

Calling on Irish re lie f agencies -  particularly, by inference, the banned A frica
118Concern -  to ‘co-operate fully with the N igerian G overnm ent in the re lie f effo rt’, the 

governm ent m aintained this line. C areful to avoid the accusation o f  interference with 

N igerian affairs during the war, the Irish governm ent was even m ore careful in post

war N igeria. 6  Tuathail w orried that putting pressure on N igerian officials to use the 

£80,000 w ould lead the latter to ‘suspect anything w e do as an attem pt to buy back their 

favour and resent th is’." ^  DEA officials repeatedly discouraged G orta attem pts to 

establish projects in N igeria throughout 1970. By February 1971, when the £80,000 

contribution was re-subm itted to Hillery for his consideration, it was felt that if  re

opened ‘it would stir up the w hole Biafran question in the D ail’ and that the clim ate o f  

‘financial stringency’ w ould m ake it d ifficult to provide fully for the f u n d s . T h e  

issue was left to rest and the £80,000 w ent unspent, although it w as included in figures 

given for post-w ar re lie f expenditure.

Banned by the N igerian governm ent, A frica Concern continued ‘m ore or less 

surreptitious activ ity ’ in B iafra after January 1970.'^ ' As the Irish governm ent pressed 

for the norm alisation o f  relations w ith the Federal governm ent, A frica C oncern’s 

activities put a strain on the organisation’s relationship with the Holy G host Order. 

Bishop W helan m et w ith John O ’Loughlin K ennedy in April 1970 and, ‘in so many

DEA press release, 13 Jan. 1970, NAI DFA 2000/14/39.
6  Tuathail to Keating, 22 Jan. 1970, NAI DFA 2001/43/136.
Quoted in ‘Co-operate with Nigerian leaders: Lynch’s plea to charities’. The Irish Times, 17 Jan. 

1970.
Note by 6  Tuathail, ‘Question o f  further aid for Nigeria’, 25 March 1970, NAI DFA 2000/14/39. 
Gaynor to Tadhg O’Sullivan, 4 Feb. 1971, NAI DFA Lagos P I3/7/4.
Farmar, Believing in action, p. 32.
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words, warned him and Africa Concern o ff Nigeria’. W h e l a n  told DEA officials that

the Holy Ghost authorities ‘were considering cutting themselves adrift altogether from
♦ . . .  10 “% »Africa Concern if Africa Concern persisted with their present activities’. The Irish

government was equally concerned. In April 1970 Keating wrote privately to John 

Horgan o f The Irish Times to draw his attention to the need for care among Irish 

journalists to avoid misunderstandings about Nigeria; ‘The kindest and most 

constructive thing Africa Concern can do now is to let the scars have time to heal and 

allow Nigeria, for the present at least, seek peace and quiet.’ Keating was 

accordingly incensed when John O ’Loughlin Kennedy arrived in Lagos in July 1970 on 

a ship under the surname O Cinneide in order to avoid detection by the Lagos 

authorities.'^^ The emotion created by the war took a long time to dissipate, even as 

Africa Concern began to diversify its own projects elsewhere in the developing world. 

In February 1971, with the organisation still in a state o f  re-defmition, a joint statement 

issued by the Nigerian Embassy and Grogan emphasised that from then on, ‘Africa 

Concern would at all times consult with the Nigerian Embassy to ensure that future 

activities o f  Africa Concern are objective and reflect the actual situation’.

C o n c l u s io n

It took longer for the Irish government to make its peace with Africa Concern, and it 

was not until the mid-1970s and the launch o f Ireland’s ODA programme that any 

meaningful reconciliation occurred. In the meantime the organisation’s activities during 

the Biafran conflict had a considerable impact on the reception o f  development issues 

among the Irish public. The question became one for public and media discussion, a 

topic for constructive debate in an unprecedented manner. While Gorta struggled to 

generate public interest in its activities, the combination o f Africa Concern’s zeal and 

the vocal involvement o f a significant missionary community transformed attitudes 

towards the developing world, and, more specifically, Irish obligations towards it. In

Ibid., p. 33.
N ote by 6  Tuathail, in te rv iew  with B ishop W helan o f  Owerri, Fr C. O ’Brien, Superior, K im m age  

Manor, and M essrs J. O ’Brien and E. O Tuathail o f  the Department re Africa C oncern,’ 23 April 1970, 
N A I DFA L agos P I3/7/3  D.

Keating to Horgan, 27  April 1970, NA I DFA L agos P13/7/3 B.
Keating to 6  Tuathail, 10 July 1970, ibid.; interview with K ennedy (16  Jan. 2006).
Statement issued by the N igerian Em bassy, Dublin, signed by V incent Grogan (A frica Concern) and 

S. K olo, the N igerian Am bassador, 1 1 Feb. 1971, U C D A  Aiken Papers P 104/7185.
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his Christmas Day RTE television address in 1968, the Archbishop o f Armagh Cardinal 

William Conway concentrated on the question o f  world poverty and the need ‘to make 

public opinion waken up to the problem’.'^’ In October 1969 the Catholic Church 

created the Irish Commission for Justice and Peace (ICJP), one o f  whose first 

publications, titled The Third World War, warned o f  the Irish public’s shortcomings in 

contributing to development; ‘simply to support missionaries [was] emphatically not 

sufficient to discharge our duties to the rest o f  the world’. E a r l i e r  that year the 

General Assembly o f the Presbyterian Church in Ireland has also decided to formalise 

its contribution to development assistance and make a regular donation to the 

developing world.

The churches’ embrace o f  the issue had a considerable impact. The Christian 

missions in post-independence Africa -  including the Catholic Church in the 

secessionist Eastern Region -  moved towards greater involvement by the local clergy in 

the operation o f their churches and exposed, Colette Chabbott noted, ‘larger and larger 

segments o f  the Western public to a Third World that was in some sense equal to the 

First, inhabited by individuals with universal needs and rights’.'̂ ® In Ireland, the 

Catholic Church’s rudimentary presentation o f  Africa from the earlier part o f  the 

decade was replaced during the Biafran crisis by what was a by no means detailed 

investigation o f the continent’s subtleties, but one which carried an increased emphasis 

on development issues, evidenced in the considerable space afforded to the issue in the 

missionary orders’ publications, particularly M issionary Annals, the organ o f  the Holy 

Ghost Fathers. The message they conveyed -  that Ireland had an obligation to assist in 

the developing world -  and the urgency o f the Biafran case placed considerable 

pressure on the Irish government to adopt a constructive response to the crisis. In the 

context o f  its efforts to protect the safety o f  Irish missionaries in Nigeria, the 

conservative nature o f the Irish government’s response was understandable and in a 

different social environment it might arguably have escaped without criticism. The 

intense scrutiny o f its approach, however, made it difficult to hide its shortcomings. 

The difficulty lay in Aiken’s outright dismissal o f all forms o f official relief other than

™ Quoted in ‘Plea for concern on world poverty’, The Irish Times, 27 Dec. 1968. 
Jerome Connolly, The Third World w ar  (Dublin, 1970), p. 44.
Chabbott, ‘Development INGOs’, p. 234.
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that directed through the ICRC. To have contributed to the JCA airlift, as the N ordic 

states did, m ight have deflected som e criticism  and indicated publicly that the Irish 

governm ent desired to take a m ore positive attitude. C hannelling all official re lie f 

through the ICRC was broadly in keeping with A iken’s attitude to international affairs 

and the principle o f  non-intervention, but as the lim itations o f  that organisation’s re lie f 

effort becam e apparent, it left the Irish governm ent open to criticism  that its desire to 

m aintain its relationship with the Federal authorities was m ore im portant than its 

concern for those suffering the consequences o f  the conflict.

The m ore positive approach adopted by Hillery, including the com prom ise 

arrangem ent to loan the Colum cille to UNICEF, showed up his p redecessor’s 

shortcom ings. In the context o f  the broader societal changes visible in the activities o f  

the lAAM  (see chapter four), and the grow ing desire for a more transparent approach to 

foreign policy making, it m arked som ething o f  a departure from A iken’s ‘alm ost 

Roman character’ and a loo f style o f  policy-m aking, built as it was on a very particular 

view o f  Ireland’s role in the w o r l d . H i l l e r y ’s em brace o f  Ireland’s involvem ent in the 

Luns Group pointed to a more broadly European focus for the state, and his w illingness 

to engage in dialogue on the Biafran issue recognised the changes in the relationship 

between policy makers and the Irish public. Stim ulated by those very debates and 

perhaps by his own background as a medical doctor and the fact that he had, as M inister 

for Labour, represented the Irish governm ent at the second United Nations C onference 

on Trade and Developm ent (U N CTA D ) in N ew  Delhi in February 1968, Hillery 

appeared interested in developm ent assistance in a way not shared by A iken, in spite o f  

the latter’s broader concerns with international stability and recognition o f  the role o f  

econom ic developm ent in prom oting equality betw een states. H illery’s political attitude 

tow ards the Biafran war m ay have diverged little from his predecessor’s, but in the area 

o f  ODA he quickly began to have a considerable impact. W ithin weeks o f  com ing to 

office he instigated an internal review  o f  the Irish governm ent’s policy in that area. 

Born o f  the pressures o f  the Biafran crisis and the debate it stim ulated in Irish society, 

its fruits became evident in the years that followed.

Dorr, 'Ireland at the United N ations’ (2002), p. 110.
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7
Re-shaping the Relationship: Ireland, the EC and

Southern Africa

In his 1971 analysis o f  the m em bers o f  Dail E ireann, Brian Farrell com m ented that 

‘Ireland, w hile retaining som e traditional patterns and relationships in the recruitm ent 

o f  its political elite, is m oving closer to  the general norm s o f  stable and m ature political 

system s’.' The younger, m ore educated parliam ent did not bring about any significant 

change in the structures o f  the O ireachtas, but had a discernable influence on the style 

and attitude o f  debate. The changes fitted a broader shift in Irish society that was 

consonant with international trends, as Farrell’s description o f  the deputies as ‘the 1969 

generation’ implied. The successes o f  A frica Concern and the lAAM  w ere inseparable 

from the context o f  international change within w hich they occurred. A frica Concern 

was one o f  a num ber o f  developm ent N G O s formed internationally in the period o f  the 

Biafran crisis,^ w hile the lA A M ’s protests against the Springbok tour in Ireland were 

m atched by events in Britain and the reaction to subsequent tours in A ustralia and New 

Zealand.

At a m ore local level, Farrell noted a shift ‘from the so-called “ revolutionary 

generation” o f  original Irish political leaders to a m ore professional political e lite’ .̂  

H illery’s appointm ent as M inister for External A ffairs recognised the need to em brace a 

new attitude to foreign policy to accom m odate growing public activism  and discussion, 

and to prepare the state for accession to the EC. From 1973, m em bership o f  the 

C om m unity exposed the Irish governm ent and its population to new influences and 

offered new opportunities to exert an influence as a m em ber o f  one o f  the strongest 

political groupings in the w orld. For lobbyists it offered new avenues to pressure policy 

m akers and encouraged cross-C om m unity co-operation between sim ilar issue groups, 

such as the 1979 conference on the EC and apartheid hosted by the lA A M  in Dublin,

' Brian Farrell, ‘DmI deputies: “The 1969 generation’” , TTie Economic and Social Review , Vol. 2, No. 3 
(April 1971), p. 324.
 ̂See graph, ‘International non-governmental development organisational foundings, 1900-1985’, 

Chabbott, ‘Development INGOs’, p. 227.
 ̂ Farrell, ‘Dail deputies’, p. 324.
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and the em ergence o f  Brussels as a target for the lobbying activities o f  Irish 

developm ent NGOs.

The Fianna Fail m ajority governm ent that guided the transition into the EC was 

replaced in the spring o f  1973 by a Fine G ael/Labour ‘national coalition’ whose cabinet 

and backbenches dem onstrated Farrell’s argum ent for the transitory nature o f  the Irish 

political system. In foreign affairs the change o f  governm ent was m arked by both 

continuity in the central principles o f  its policies and change in the new opportunities 

offered by EC m em bership. It form s a natural division in this chapter. The first section 

exam ines the three years follow ing the Springbok tour protests, the im pact o f  the 

lAAM  on Irish society and on dialogue on foreign affairs, the assim ilation o f  those 

changes into official policy, and their political m anifestation in the context o f  broader 

international reaction to events in southern Africa. The second section is concerned 

with two central issues: the influence o f  the lAAM  on the new governm ent and the 

im pact o f  EC m em bership, not only in the latter’s policies on southern Africa, but in 

the extension o f  Irish influence and the evolving role it assum ed through the 

Com m unity. It concludes with a b rie f exam ination o f  an issue w hich in m any w ays 

epitom ised Irish identity on the world stage: the role played by Irish-born Bishop Donal 

Lam ont in the struggle for m ajority rule in Rhodesia.

S o u t h e r n  A f r ic a  in  C o n t e x t

In its battle to halt the advance o f  African nationalism  w ithin its own borders and the 

encroachm ent o f  what it term ed com m unist influence w ithout, the South A frican 

governm ent continued to enjoy the support o f  the m ajor pow ers in the W est. Leonard 

Thom pson later com m ented that W estern governm ents ‘w ere loath to disturb the status 

quo ... With their Cold W ar perspective they were prone to exaggerate the com m unist 

m enace, and with their business perspective they tended to assum e that econom ic 

growth was bound to erode apartheid .’'* On the African continent, the South African 

governm ent continued to find itse lf in isolation, aided only by its Rhodesian and 

Portuguese neighbours and states like M alawi who broke with the broader line for the 

sake o f  econom ic benefit. It was a m easure o f  how isolated it had becom e that V orster’s

'' Leonard Thompson, 4̂ history o f  South Africa  (3'̂ '' ed .,N ew  Haven, 2001), p. 218.
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visits to the Ivory Coast in Septem ber 1974 and to Liberia the follow ing February 

‘could be classified as ach ievem ents’.  ̂ Internally, after the relative inactivity o f  the 

1960s, the years 1973 to 1976 saw renew ed agitation am ong the indigenous African 

population, strike actions and w idespread protest. In June 1976 th is agitation reached a 

peak in Soweto w hen a m assive dem onstration by A frican schoolchildren against the 

use o f  A frikaans as a m edium  for instruction escalated into serious unrest, with a death 

toll o f  around 700 by the end o f  the year.

The violence drove large num bers o f  black South A fricans over the borders into 

Botsw ana and Sw aziland, w here they proved eager recruits for guerrilla movem ents. 

African nationalists took increasing heart from the success o f  their counterparts in 

Portuguese A frica and in Rhodesia. In 1970 the V atican took the unprecedented step o f  

granting an audience to the three main nationalist leaders from the Portuguese 

territories, and tw o years later the U nited N ations General A ssem bly voted to accord 

observer status to  delegations from each o f  their m ovem ents. The Portuguese responded 

by stepping up their cam paigns to new levels o f  political oppression and torture. In 

1971 expelled W hite Fathers from M ozam bique brought international m edia attention 

on the m assacre o f  400 villagers at W iriyamu. The publicity em barrassed Portugal’s 

N A TO  allies and brought the leading nationalist group FRELIM O  ‘concrete financial 

and moral support’ from the W orld Council o f  Churches.^ E lsew here in the Portuguese 

territories, the nationalist m ovem ents gradually increased their gains. In Septem ber 

1973 the PAIGC declared G uinea-B issau independent and the ‘sta te’ was adm itted to 

the OAU tw o m onths later. Follow ing the collapse o f  authoritarian rule in Portugal in 

the Revolution o f  the C arnations in April 1974, it becam e the first o f  Portugal’s African 

territories to gain full independence, followed by M ozam bique (June 1975), Cape 

Verde (July 1975) and A ngola (N ovem ber 1975).

The divisions that hindered nationalist developm ent in M ozam bique and Angola 

prior to 1975 em erged into full-scale and bloody civil w ars in both states soon after 

independence. In A ngola the im pact o f  the war w as accentuated by the intervention o f 

the United States, the Soviet Union, Cuba, and others. South A frica’s involvem ent

 ̂Davenport, South Africa, p. 461.
* Alan Isaacman and Barbara Isaacman, Mozambique: from  colonialism to revolution, 1900-1982 
(Hampshire, 1983), p. 106.
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alongside opposition UNITA forces and the aid it gave to that o rganisa tion’s m ilitary 

cam paign against the M PLA governm ent form ed part o f  its policy o f  fostering 

destabilisation with the intention o f  securing N am ibia from guerrilla attack from bases 

in southern A ngola. The international com m unity continued to place considerable 

em phasis on the fate o f  N am ibia and on the ending o f  South A frica’s control over the 

territory. In July 1970 the Security Council asked the International C ourt o f  Justice for 

an advisory opinion on the legal im plications o f  the situation and the court found that 

‘South A frica was indeed occupying N am ibia and was under an obligation to w ithdraw  

its adm inistration im m e d ia te ly .T h e  South African governm ent refused to be deterred. 

It follow ed its policy o f  racial division along the lines o f  the Bantustans until in 

Septem ber 1974 V orster adopted a new strategy that has been described as ‘a neo

colonial settlem ent . ..  that w ould allow the governm ent o f  South W est A frica to be run
o

by African co llaborators’.

To its north. South A frica faced another problem. As tensions escalated in 

Rhodesia and the effects o f  sanctions becam e increasingly visible, V orster’s 

governm ent w orried about its ability to continue to prop up the m inority regime. 

Vorster, like Kaunda and other African leaders, w ished to avoid ‘a southern African 

b loodbath’,^ and the potential consequences w ithin South A frica that m ight result. 

W ithin Rhodesia, the confidence shown by the Smith regime in declaring the state a 

republic in M arch 1970 becam e increasingly eroded after 1972 w hen the British-led 

Pearce Com m ission, set up to investigate African reactions to the proposed Rhodesian 

Front-w ritten constitution, found an overw helm ing m ajority o f  the A frican population 

against it. The decision altered the situation considerably. Few  A frican nationalists 

‘genuinely believed in persisting with non-violent met hods’, a n d  the country 

descended into guerrilla warfare that lasted alm ost until the end o f  the decade when, in 

1980, the new state o f  Z im babw e was formed and African rule in place.

 ̂Cooper, Occupation, p. 100.
* Ibid., p. 102.
’ Davenport, South Africa, p. 459.

Martin Meredith, The past is another country: Rhodesia 1890-1979 (London, 1979), p. 103.

210



B u il d in g  o n  t h e  S p r in g b o k  T o u r : T h e  IAAM, 1970-73

The support afforded to South A frica and Portugal by W estern governm ents was 

matched by increased popular protest. In the Nordic states public activism  continued to 

grow, w hile in Britain and the United States the anti-apartheid m ovem ents m aintained 

their roles as leaders o f  popular opinion. The em ergence o f  the European N ew  Left, the 

Vietnam  W ar protests, and the events o f  1968 radicalised considerable sections o f  

W estern society. In Britain and Ireland the protests against the Springbok tour in 

1969/70 tapped into this grow ing public discontent and m ade the anti-apartheid 

m ovem ents look inwards at their structures and approaches. The organisers o f  the 

British AAM  decided that it had ‘gone too far along the path o f  being a parliam entary 

pressure group and that it m ust go back to its origins and attem pt again to build a 

grassroots m ovem ent’."  The tour offered an opportunity for the m ovem ent to  engage 

with ‘the post-1968 radicalism  am ongst students and young people’.'^ In Ireland, the 

experience o f  sim ilar societal change and an equally strong reaction to the rugby tour 

offered the m ore youthful IAAM  the opportunity to transform  its fortunes and establish 

itself within Irish society. The result o f  what it term ed the raised ‘level o f  political 

consciousness’ '^ am ongst the Irish public was a gradual growth in aw areness o f  the 

effects o f  m inority rule in southern A frica which at its height stim ulated the kind o f  

spontaneous reaction am ong those outside its core m em bership seen in the Dunnes 

Stores strikes o f  the 1980s, and had a considerable effect on the organisation’s standing.

Increased public interest in the issue legitim ised the m ovem ent’s goals in the 

eyes o f  the Irish public and m ade them  m ore difficult for policy-m akers to ignore. In 

the im m ediate afterm ath o f  the Springbok tour the IAAM  used its new -found position 

to target one o f  the m ore contentious aspects o f  the Irish governm ent’s policy on South 

Africa: the continued existence and extension o f  its trade w ith the apartheid state. In the 

latter part o f  1968, rem arks by a South A frican Em bassy official to  his Irish 

counterparts on the low levels o f  Irish exports to the country provided the im petus for a 

renewed investigation o f  the investm ent opportunities it offered to Irish exporters. 

W hen the Inter-D epartm ental Foreign Trade Com m ittee met to discuss the m atter early

"  Christabel G um ey, editor o f  Anti-Apartheid News (1969-79), quoted in Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, p. 
477.

Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, p. 477.
Ik M A , Annual R eport 1970-71 (Dublin, 1971), p. 9.
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the following year, it agreed that CTT ‘should be inform ed that no G overnm ent policy 

would be contravened in encouraging selected Irish exporters to avail o f  the 

opportunities in that m arket’.’"̂ In the com ing m onths CTT stepped up its 

investigations. In July and A ugust 1969 it carried out a prelim inary exam ination o f 

potential sectors for Irish investm ent and in O ctober invited the Com m ercial Counsellor 

from the South A frican Em bassy in London to address a Dublin conference o f  Irish 

exporters.

C T T ’s assertion that its role was ‘to serve the needs o f  exporters, to develop 

m arkets where the scope exists, and where there is no ban on such t rade’ did not 

im press the lAAM . Em boldened by the increasing public interest in its Springbok 

cam paign, the m ovem ent sought to highlight the inconsistencies in the governm ent’s 

policies. In July 1969 its new sletter condem ned C T T ’s activities as ‘increased 

collaboration with apartheid’,'^  and in N ovem ber described as ‘absurd as well as 

hypocritical’ the governm ent’s intention to increase trade ‘with a country whose 

politics we condem ned’.'^ Its protest outside the Dublin m eeting organised by CTT for 

21 October made clear its condem nation. One placard read ‘CTT -  put people before 

pro fit’, and Labour TD C onor Cruise O ’Brien criticised the event as further evidence o f  

a foreign policy that paid ‘lip service to principles . . .  such as the “brotherhood o f  man 

regardless o f  race” , but on the strict understanding that w here there is the possibility o f  

a lucrative deal these principles will be regarded as irrelevant’.'* A m eeting between 

the m ovem ent and M ichael Killeen, C T T ’s m anaging director, in N ovem ber 1969 

provided evidence o f  the lA A M ’s changing status in Irish society. K illeen agreed that 

CTT would not exhibit at the Rand Spring Fair ‘as this is a segregated event ’, b u t  the 

lAAM  was unsuccessful in persuading him to end the prom otion o f  trade with South 

Africa.

The January 1970 protests transform ed the lA A M ’s profile as it continued to 

push for further concessions. On 4 February the m ovem ent w rote to CTT citing the

‘Foreign Trade Committee; Minute No. 2727: Trade with South Africa’, undated [9 Jan. 1969?], NAI 
DFA 96/3/95.

‘T D sjoin  in S. African pici<et’, The Irish Times, 22 Oct. 1969.
‘Irish Sell-Out in South A f r i c a ' , Amandla, Vol. 4, No. 5 (July 1969), UCDA Desmond Papers P221. 
‘Coras Trachtala Collaborates with South A f r i c a ’, Amandla, Vol. 4, No. 8 (Nov. 1969).
D dUEiream i deb.. Vol. 241, Col. 1927 (28 Oct. 1969).
Harris to Barnes, 4 Feb. 1970, NLI lAAM  Papers, Roll 7, Part 25.1.2.
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‘considerable public opposition that exists to any collaboration with apartheid’ brought 

into the open by the Springbok visit, and ‘strongly urged’ the organisation ‘to abandon 

its prom otion cam paign for South A frica’. In a letter to George Colley, the M m ister 

for Industry and Com m erce, dated the same day, it adverted to the conflict between

Ireland’s stance at the U nited N ations and the continued prom otion o f  trade, a
21contradiction that was o f  increasing concern to DEA officials. In N ovem ber 1969

Denis Holm es proposed a stark choice: that the governm ent do som ething about trade
22‘or m odify our UN voting position’. He suggested that it either arrange ‘that m future 

neither CTT nor any other official body would be perm itted to undertake any special 

trade developm ent activities with South A frica’ or change its affirm ative voting
23position to abstention on apartheid resolutions in the General A ssem bly. A month 

later, responding to a suggestion that an honorary trade com m issioner for South Africa 

be appointed in Dublin, H olm es argued that there had been ‘a radical change in the 

situation since such a post was first agreed to by us in 1946 and also since it w as last 

filled in 1958’.̂ '̂  W hile Irish policy at the United Nations did not require the end o f 

trade with South Africa, it did ‘require us to exam ine the desirability o f  continuing to 

encourage officially the large expansion o f  that trade which has taken place in recent
25years’. The protests against the Springbok tour had the desired effect. On 2 M arch 

1970, George Colley inform ed the lA A M  that while it w as ‘not the G overnm ent’s 

policy to interfere with the activities o f  individual Irish firm s w ishing to trade with 

South A frica or to w ithhold norm al facilities from such firm s’, CTT would refrain from 

sending ‘any Trade M issions to South Africa, or organise such m issions, and will not 

them selves directly engage in any activities aim ed at prom oting exports to  that 

country’.^^

The gravity o f  C o lley’s decision becam e evident when com pared w ith Ireland 's 

progressive European counterparts. In its efforts to influence the Irish governm ent the 

lAAM  claim ed that ‘other countries, such as Sweden, do not apply sanctions yet are

Ibid.
Harris to C olley , 4  Feb. 1970, ibid.
Hand-written note, H olm es to sec. D E A , 4 N o v . 1969, N A l DFA 96 /3 /95 . 
Ibid.
H olm es to sec ., 4  D ec. 1969, ibid.
Ibid.
C olley to Harris, 2 March 1970, NLI lA A M  Papers, Roll 7, Part 25 .1 .2 .
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being careful not to increase trade with South A frica’.^’ In reality it was m ore difficult 

to distinguish between the Irish governm ent’s policies and those o f  its Nordic 

colleagues. Throughout the 1960s Swedish officials actively engaged in the prom otion 

o f  the state’s com m ercial interests in South Africa. Trade betw een the tw o states 

increased annually from the late 1950s and reached a short-term  peak in 1975 with a 

balance o f  trade extrem ely favourable to Swedish exporters.^* The parallels did not end 

there. The Swedes were equally wary o f  the pressures brought by vocal groups within 

civil society. O ne South A frican-based Swedish official noted in N ovem ber 1970 that 

he was ‘authorised to conduct a certain num ber o f  export prom otional activities, but it 

should be done in such a m anner that those circles and new s m edia in Sweden that 

oppose an increase o f  the Sw edish-South African trade exchange will not be 

alarm ed’.'^ The Finnish governm ent took a sim ilar line, although, like Sweden, as a 

proportion o f  overall trade the exchanges with South A frica were ‘mini scule’. A  

South African Em bassy opened in Helsinki in 1967, and trade becam e ‘the main 

interaction between the tw o countries’.^' The parallels with the Irish case em phasised 

two significant factors in the foreign policy o f  small states: the im portance o f  business 

interests in dealing with South A frica, even in states with relatively low levels o f  trade 

with the apartheid governm ent, and the grow ing influence o f  pressure groups on foreign 

policy.

C olley’s decision put the significant gains enjoyed by the lAAM  into practical 

effect. The m ovem ent may not have been as large or influential as its Nordic 

colleagues, but it was beginning to enjoy considerable success. In South A frica itself, 

the strains began to show am ong w hite sports men and wom en ‘forced into a corner’ by 

their exclusion from international com petition in an increasing num ber o f  sports. 

Anti-apartheid cam paigners in the W est, buoyed by these signs o f  success, continued to 

use the sports boycott to their advantage. In June 1971 students in Q ueen’s University, 

Belfast, forced the University rugby club to cancel a proposed tour to South Africa, and

‘Irish Sell-Out in South Africa', Amandla, Vol. 4, No. 5 (July 1969), UCDA Desmond Papers P221. 
Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. II, p. 891.
Quoted in Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: Vol. I, p. 214.
Soiri and Peltola, Finland and southern Africa, p. 146.
Ibid., p. 145.
Richard E. Lapchick, The po litics o f  race and international sport: the case o f  South Africa  (London, 

1975), p. 203.
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in December 1972 the lAAM persuaded the Irish Squash Racicets Association to cancel 

its international fixture with an all-white South African team. The lA A M ’s success 

continued in other areas. On 4 and 5 June 1971 the United Nations Special Committee 

on Apartheid visited Dublin at the movem ent’s invitation, and it met with Hillery and 

officials from the DFA,^^ Sean MacBride o f  Amnesty International, representatives o f 

the ITGWU, and members o f the lAAM. The contrast between the Irish government’s 

attitude to the committee’s proposed visit in 1969 (see chapter four) and its 

accommodating welcome on this occasion reflected the changed circumstances. In 

September 1971 the DFA provided £200 towards the costs o f running an international 

conference on ‘The Churches and Racialism’ in Dublin, whose high calibre o f speakers, 

including Ruth First (a South African author), Fr Michael Traber (a Swiss missionary 

deported from Rhodesia), and Bishop Donal Lamont, made it the ‘highlight’ o f the 

lAAM ’s activities in the International Year against Racism.^'*

F i a n n a  F a i l  a n d  S o u t h e r n  A f r i c a ,  1970-73

The success o f the churches’ conference and the support the lAAM built up led The 

Irish Times to conclude in September 1971 that the movement could ‘justly claim to 

have been a constructive influence on Government policy in many ways’. A t  the 

United Nations the Irish delegation ‘almost contorted itse lf to find ways o f voting for 

resolutions on apartheid that had previously been viewed as too e x t r e m e . I t  co

sponsored resolutions at the Special Political Committee (along with the Nordic states, 

among others) calling for more educational material to be made available by the United 

Nations (1971), and condemning the use o f  torture against political prisoners by the 

South African government (1972). The language adopted by its officials is equally 

instructive in highlighting the changes. Where once it had been highly critical o f the 

Afro-Asian group’s misuse o f  the term, in an October 1971 address to the Special 

Political Committee Ronan spoke o f the ‘serious threat to international peace and
• 37security’ constituted by apartheid.

”  The department changed its nam e from External Affairs to Foreign Affairs in March 1971.
\ A A M ,  Annual  Re por t  1970-71,  p. 13.
‘R acialism  and the C hurches’, The Irish Times,  29  Sept. 1971.
Interview with Dorr (12  April 2005).
Ireland. Department o f  Foreign A ffairs , a t  the Uni ted Nat ions  1971  (D ublin , 1972), p. 81.
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The charge o f hypocrisy against the government remained. In February 1971 

Ronan noted that the Irish delegation tended ‘to vote for resolutions which contain
•30

clauses on which we abstain and on which we do not intend to act’ . The difficulty lay 

in reconciling its more radical support with its continued adherence to a set o f 

established principles. W illing to support ‘any draft resolution aimed at putting an end
-JQ

to apartheid’ , the Irish government could not countenance recourse to sanctions or the 

expulsion o f South Africa from the United Nations. Sanctions were a ‘matter for the 

Security Council’ a l one , and  their efficacy was questioned by the Irish government; 

‘ indeed their effect on the non-white population o f the country may be so great as to 

vitiate their usefulness’ .^' It continued to hold the view that ‘exposure to the world 

community ... hastens rather than retards the erosion o f apartheid policies in South 

Africa’ .

Built on its principled commitment to international organisation and to the 

pursuit o f international stability, the Irish government shared its approach with the 

Nordic states, in spite o f the latter’ s growing direct links with the liberation movements 

in southern Africa. As in previous years, Nordic attitudes acted as important prompts 

for Irish policy makers, for example in the provision o f relief to those who suffered 

under minority rule. The DEA recognised that the ‘developed countries that have 

adopted a forward policy in opposing apartheid and racial discrimination in southern 

Africa’ contributed significant amounts to the United Nations funds set up to benefit 

the region, the UNTFSA and UNETPSA.'*^ In the aftermath o f the Biafran crisis, 

development assistance came to assume an increasingly important role in the Irish 

government’s attitudes to the developing world (see chapter eight). One month after 

taking office Hillery pronounced himself ‘concerned lest our extremely modest

Ronan to sec. DEA, 18 Feb. 1971, N AI DFA 2005/145/30.
Con Cremin, UNGA Special Political Committee, 25 Oct. 1972, UNORGA, A/SPC/SR.822.
Extract from the memorandum for the government, UNGA 26* Session, 17 Sept. 1971, N A I DFA 

2002/19/3.
Keating to sec. DFA, 30 Oct. 1972, N A I DFA 2004/7/48.
Note by 6  Tuathail, ‘ Apartheid item -  Special Political Committee: Explanation o f vote after voting’ , 

24 Nov. 1970, NAI DFA 2002/19/3.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘ Proposed contributions to international aid agencies’ , 5 Oct. 

1970, N A I DFA 98/3/58.
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perform ance in certain im portant aspects o f  the aid field should subtract from the 

country’s general international standing and prestige’/^

In practical term s his concern led to an im m ediate increase in official 

contributions; to $1,500 to UNTFSA and $5,000 to UN ETPSA  in 1970; $3,250 

(U N TFSA ) and $6,000 (U N ETPSA ) in 1972; and $4,000 (U N TFSA) and $8,000 

(U N ETPSA ) in 1973. The im pact o f  the changed dom estic and international 

circum stances was inescapable. The increases were m ade in recognition o f  the fact that 

Irish governm ent policy was likely to com e ‘under increasing scrutiny both at hom e and 

abroad’ in the context o f  the Second United N ations D evelopm ent Decade, which 

began on 1 January 1971.“*̂  The decision to announce Ireland’s pledge annually  on 21 

M arch, the anniversary o f  the Sharpeville m assacre, the DFA noted, em phasised its 

‘practical concern with the racial situation in Southern Africa, secures some publicity at 

the UN and ...  [was] pleasing to the [Irish] A nti-A partheid Movement ’. I n  the context 

o f  Ireland’s accession to the EC, it was viewed as additionally im portant that the state’s 

contributions be brought m ore in line with its W estern European contem poraries, with 

whom  it com pared ‘very unfavourably’.'*̂  A 1970 DEA m em orandum  contrasted the 

Irish governm ent’s contributions o f  $1,500 to UNTFSA and $5,000 to UN ETPSA  with 

the $60,012 (U N TFSA ) and $93,335 (U N ETPSA ) provided by Denmark, and the 

$15,000 (U N TFSA ) and $10,000 (U N ETPSA) provided by Finland, states described as 

‘m ore or less com parable with Ireland’.''*

The inclusion o f  Portuguese A frica under the term s o f  UNETPSA m ade it the 

m ost significant Irish contribution to the decolonisation process in those territories. The 

Irish governm ent, like the lA A M , concentrated its efforts largely on Rhodesia, N am ibia 

and South Africa. Policy on the m ore distant Portuguese A frica was dom inated by a 

fam iliar set o f  concerns: support for the principle o f  self-determ ination, a b e lie f in 

structured, negotiated settlem ent, and a com m itm ent to the prim acy o f  international 

law. A t the U nited N ations, the Irish delegation fram ed its approach in a m anner

Dona! O’Sullivan to sec. Dept, o f  Finance, 7 Aug. 1969, ibid.
Summary o f  memorandum for the government, ‘Proposed contributions to international aid agencies’, 

5 Oct. 1970, ibid.
De Paorto Keating, 14 March 1973, ibid.
McDonagh to sec. Dept, o f  Finance, 14 Oct. 1971, NAl DFA 2004/7/50.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Proposed contributions to international aid agencies’, 5 Oct. 

1970, NAI DFA 98/3/58.
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consistent with its attitude to international affairs: ‘this country had fought for centuries 

for its independence so . ..  we had a deep sym pathy for other peoples seeking their right 

o f  self-determ ination’."̂  ̂ It could not, ‘m indful o f  our own struggle for independence, 

fail to record our deep regret at the suppression o f  the rights o f  the peoples o f  these 

[Portuguese] territories to self-determ ination and independence’. I t  did so in a 

fram ew ork that recognised that Ireland had for ‘centuries had ties o f  genuine friendship 

with the Portuguese people, inhabiting as we do the W estern edges o f  the European 

con tinen t’.^' In keeping with its policies on South A frica and Rhodesia, the Irish 

governm ent em phasised the need for a constructive approach. In D ecem ber 1970, for 

exam ple, M cCann noted his intention to m atch positive action by the Portuguese 

governm ent with a change in Irish policies, hindered only by an incident in West 

Africa; ‘were it not for [the] Secco [Security Council] m ission’s report im plicating 

Portuguese armed forces in [the] invasion o f  G uinea I would have been inclined to
52recom m end abstention so as to encourage Portugal to go further on decolonisation’.

A sim ilar attitude m arked its policies on Rhodesia. The Irish governm ent 

continued to implement United N ations sanctions in the same diligent fashion and to 

support attem pts to reach a negotiated settlem ent. In Decem ber 1971, the Irish 

delegation abstained on a resolution in the Fourth Com m ittee which called for the 

rejection o f  British settlem ent proposals for Rhodesia. J.M . Craig told the com m ittee 

that his delegation was in favour o f  ‘no independence before m ajority ru le’, but 

supported the process o f  ‘careful consultation with all sectors o f  the Rhodesian
c-}

population’ to create a solution acceptable to the society as a w hole. As ever, Irish 

officials were conscious o f  the needs o f  their British neighbours, who thanked them  for 

refraining ‘unlike som e others . ..  from pre-judging the proposals until the view s o f  the 

R hodesians them selves have been fully canvassed by the Pearce C om m ission’. W h e n  

the results o f  that com m ission’s report m ade clear the African population’s resounding 

rejection o f  the proposed constitution, however, the Irish delegation responded in kind.

N ote by Ronan, ‘Portuguese Territories’, 21 Oct. 1970, N A I D F A  2002 /19 /12 .
Explanation o f  vote on U N G A  Fourth Com m ittee Resolution on Portuguese Territories, 20  N ov . 1970, 

ibid.
Ibid.
H and-written note, M cCann to H illery, 8 D ec. 1970, appended to Ronan to M cCann, 7 D ec. 1970, ibid. 

”  J.M. Craig, U N G A  Fourth C om m ittee, 16 D ec. 1971, U N O R G A , A /C .4/SR .1972.
W illiam s to Ronan, 28 Feb. 1972, N A I DFA 2004 /7 /115 .
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On 30 November 1972 it voted in favour o f the draft resolution on Rhodesia presented 

to the Fourth Committee (Britain, Portugal and the United States voted against) in the 

belief that the Rhodesian regime could no longer deny that ‘the majority ... were 

willing and able to assume responsibility for the future development o f their country’. 

The desire to support self-determination continued to be matched by a more realistic 

appraisal o f the situation. The Irish delegate Carmel Heaney stressed that ‘the 

administering Power [Britain] had to deal with a regime which, albeit illegal, was in de 

facto  control o f Southern Rhodesia. To disregard that reality would be o f no service to 

the majority in Southern Rhodesia’, a n d  she voted against a second draft resolution 

which accused the British government o f  refusing to take measures against the Smith 

regime.

On the question o f Namibia the Irish government continued to be influenced by 

the formula put forward by Aiken in 1966. It supported the Security Council’s decision 

to send the question to the International Court o f Justice and voted in favour o f a 

number o f  resolutions at the General Assembly, with its customary proviso that it could 

only support action taken by the Security Council. It withheld support for the Council 

and Commissioner for Namibia appointed by the General Assembly ‘since the Council 

is, on its own admission, incapable o f  carrying out its mandate’.^’ The delegation 

preferred to base its efforts on the need for ‘a more practical approach to the 

problem’.̂ * In contrast to its earlier reluctance to support UNTFSA and UNETPSA, the 

Irish government supported the creation o f the UN Trust Fund for Namibia and made a 

contribution o f $1,000 when the fund became operational in 1972. It also kept in touch 

‘on a fairly regular basis’ with Sean MacBride, who served as United Nations 

Commissioner for Namibia between 1973 and 1976.^^ MacBride had a history o f 

involvement on the apartheid and Namibian issues. He had visited South Africa in 

1958, was a co-founder o f Amnesty International, served as Secretary-General o f the 

International Commission o f  Jurists, and had in the past condemned South Africa’s

Carmel Heaney, UNGA Fourth Committee, 30 N ov. 1972, LTNORGA, A/C.4/SR.2009.
Ibid.

”  Extract from memorandum for the information o f  the government on the 26* Session o f  UNGA, 17 
Sept. 1971, N A l DFA 2005/145/1234.
5 8 ,
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policy o f  a p a r th e id .T h e  Irish governm ent, however, m.indful o f  the controversies o f  

the early 1960s, was careful to em phasise his activities as those o f  an em ployee o f  the 

United Nations rather than any link with the Irish governm ent.

Events in Portuguese A frica, Rhodesia, and N am ibia w ere linked by a grow ing 

em phasis am ong the A fro-A sian group on the need to provide practical support to the 

national liberation m ovem ents. The question divided the group from progressive 

W estern states like Ireland who sought ‘to ensure that a rule o f  law, rather than force, 

will finally determ ine the em ergence o f  all peoples to natural and dem ocratic 

freedom ’.^' Thom as M ulkeen noted in 1973 that w hile ‘South A frica’s and P ortugal’s 

racial policies are unjustifiable on any grounds, [the Irish governm ent] also believes 

that physical force is not the business o f  the U .N .’^̂  In a N ovem ber 1970 resolution on 

the Portuguese territories, the Irish delegate to the Fourth Com m ittee rejected the 

insertion o f  a clause that called on m em ber states to support the use o f  force. DEA 

officials exhibited a distinct discom fort in their relations with the liberation m ovem ents. 

An approach by tw o representatives o f  ZAPU through the Irish Em bassy in London for 

assistance in N ovem ber 1965 was rejected.®^ In June 1968 the DEA postponed its 

decision on an invitation to m eet with ANC leader O liver Tam bo until after hearing 

w hether his rem arks to an lAAM  m eeting would prove ‘too extrem e or otherw ise 

hostile to our pol icy’. B y  the tim e it was decided to m eet him , Tam bo had left Ireland, 

although Aiken em phasised that he h im self did ‘not feel h im self restricted as to the 

people he should see’.̂ ^

There were other forces influencing the Irish governm ent’s reticence. In 

O ctober 1971 DFA officials advised Hillery against receiving the PAIGC leader 

A m ilcar Cabral on his visit to Dublin on the grounds that ‘the present situation in the 

Six C ounties’ m ade it ‘inadvisable for him  to receive a guerrilla leader’. T h e s e  

concerns were shared by the Fine Gael/Labour coalition. In July 1973, when the 

question o f  providing support to the liberation m ovem ents w as raised am ong m em bers

“  Elizabeth Keane, Sean M acBride: a life (Dublin, 2007), pp. 212-23.
Thomas Mulkeen, ‘Ireland at the \M ' , E ire-Ireland, Vol. 8, No. 1 (Spring 1973), p. 12. 

“  Ibid., p. 5.
“  See NAl DFA 2000/14/55, passim.

Holmes to Ennis, 26 June 1968, N A l DFA 96/3/93.
Memorandum by Edward Brennan, June 1968, ibid.

“  Unsigned DEA note, 26 Oct. 1971, N Al DFA 2002/19/12.
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o f the Labour Party, the Minister for Posts and Telegraphs Conor Cruise O ’Brien 

informed his cabinet colleague Garret FitzGerald o f the move, and his opposition to 

it.^’ FitzGerald was largely in agreement with O ’Brien’s assessment. It was, he wrote, 

‘far from easy to identify those who are genuinely representative o f  peoples oppressed 

by the apartheid system; and second, we could not condone many o f the forms of 

protest carried out on behalf o f these peoples’.̂ * In the Dail the following February he 

was adamant that his government was ‘not prepared to support guerrilla activities,’^̂  

although the decision not to offer material support did not preclude dialogue with the 

liberation movements. In September 1974, Peter Katjavivi, SWAPO representative in 

London, met officials o f  the DFA during a visit to Dublin. The content o f  their 

discussion, however, was telling o f the changing international role o f the Irish 

government, and Katjavivi focussed largely on persuading it to ‘oppose any future 

trading arrangements sought by South Africa with the EEC’.™

Outside official circles, the lAAM and more radical elements in Irish society 

made the most o f their links with the liberation movements. The United Irishman 

included several articles on what it termed the ‘revolutionary people’s wars’ in southern 

Africa.^' The lAAM, Kader Asmal recalled, had a ‘close, intimate, virtually symbiotic’ 

relationship with the liberation movements based predominantly on his close links with 

the ANC and thus to its associates ZAPU, SWAPO, FRELIMO, PAIGC, and MPLA.^^ 

In 1975 Kader and Louise Asmal attended the celebrations o f M ozambique’s 

independence as the guests o f  the new FRELIMO government. While Kader Asmal 

sidestepped the issue o f how much support the lAAM actually gave to the liberation
73 •movements, he was clear that ‘in the end the logic o f the [Irish] government’s 

position should have been to support the liberation struggle, as other countries did’.̂  ̂

Nordic solidarity groups had long courted direct links with the liberation movements, 

putting increasing pressure on their authorities to do the same. In May 1969 the 

Swedish government made its first contribution to the PAIGC, later extended to ZANU,

O’Brien to FitzGerald, 4 July 1973, NAI DFA 2005/145/1365.
FitzGerald to O’Brien, 17 July 1973, ibid.
D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 270, Col. 1113 (20 Feb. 1974).
‘Trade with S. Africa opposed’, The Irish Times, 19 Sept. 1974.

”  ‘Fortress Zambia and the liberation struggle’, United Irishman, July 1969.
Interview with Asmal (19 April 2006).
Interview with Pat Carroll, Dublin, 27 Oct. 2005.
Interview with Asmal (19 April 2006).
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SW APO, M PLA, FREI IM O and the ANC. Denmark, N orw ay and Finland soon 

followed suit. They fram ed their support in a m anner in keeping with their broader 

approach to foreign affairs. The Swedish governm ent asserted that its assistance could 

‘not be allowed to enter into conflict with the rule o f  international law, which lays 

dow n that no state has the right to interfere in the internal affairs o f  another’. I t s  

N orw egian counterpart insisted that support be ‘solely hum anitarian’ and was therefore 

concentrated, for exam ple in the case o f  SW APO, on w ork undertaken to assist 

refugees in neighbouring countries,^^ and when the Finnish governm ent introduced its 

first direct support in 1973 it included the asserted that it was ‘hum anitarian aid which 

is not aim ed to support armed or violent activ ities’ .̂ ^

The difference between the N ordic approach and that o f  the Irish governm ent 

was not sim ply to do with the latter’s dom estic problem s with the IRA -  though that 

was a sizeable factor. Irish politics lacked an individual like O lo f Palme, the Swedish 

Prime M inister, whose left-leaning politics w ere cited by Holden Roberto, the leader o f  

the A m erican-backed FNLA in A ngola, as the reason for the Swedish governm ent’s 

support for the M arxist MPLA.^* In addition, the Irish governm ent did not have the 

structures to im plem ent a policy o f  hum anitarian assistance, w hether it be through the 

liberation m ovem ents them selves, or through Irish or international NGO s. The 

introduction o f  a structured developm ent assistance program m e in 1974 concentrated 

on a small num ber o f  states in order to focus the effectiveness o f  its limited resources 

(see chapter eight). The support it provided for Lesotho, Zam bia, and Tanzania -  all 

affected by the struggle against apartheid -  offered an alternative to direct hum anitarian 

assistance to the m ovem ents them selves.

T h e  N a t i o n a l  C o a l i t i o n ,  t h e  EC a n d  S o u t h e r n  A f r i c a

The adoption o f  m ore radical policies by the N ordic governm ents w as a natural 

progression as the activists o f  the 1950s assim ilated into their states’ political systems. 

M any o f  those w ho cam paigned on behalf o f  southern A frica when m em bers o f  the

Standing C om m ittee on Appropriations o f  the Sw edish Parliament, quoted in Sellstrom , Sw eden an d  
southern A frica: Vol. / ,  p. 17.

Eva H elene 0 stb y e , ‘The Nam ibian liberation struggle; direct Norw egian support to SW A P O ’, in Tore 
Linne Eriksen (ed.), N o rw a y  an d  national libera tion  in southern A frica  (U ppsala, 2000), p. 9L  
’’’’ Soiri and Peltola. F in lan d  an d  southern A frica , p. 103.

Sellstrom , Sw eden a n d  southern A frica: Vol. / ,  p. 411.
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Swedish N ational U nion o f  U niversity Students (SFS) in the 1950s, for exam ple, later 

jo ined  the Swedish foreign service and worked in senior positions at the M inistry for 

Foreign A ffairs and SIDA, its developm ent assistance division. A m ong them , and ‘[b]y 

far the m ost im portant’, w a s  O lo f Palm e, form er chair o f  SFS’s international 

com m ittee (1949-51) and president o f  the organisation (1953-53), and later Swedish 

Prime M inister. In Ireland, the national coalition’s roots w ere less in student politics but 

several o f  its TD s w ere no less concerned with the question o f  southern A frica. O n the 

Labour side o f  the coalition, Barry Desm ond, form er honorary secretary o f  the lA A M , 

was elected a TD in 1969, along with David Thornley, Justin Keating, and C onor 

Cruise O ’Brien, all active supporters o f  the m ovem ent. In spite o f  som e internal 

criticism  o f  the lA A M , in M arch 1972 the Fine Gael A rd Fheis passed a resolution put 

forward by its Dublin South-East constituency which pledged that ‘a Fine Gael 

G overnm ent will take a strong stand against the apartheid regim es in South A frica and 

Rhodesia and will do everything in its pow er to ensure the return o f  hum an rights and 

the abolition o f  internm ent w ithout trial, for all the inhabitants -  irrespective o f  colour -  

in these areas’.**̂  Fine G ael’s spokesm an on foreign affairs, Richie Ryan, its finance 

spokesm an G arret FitzGerald, and TD Declan Costello w ere all active supporters o f  the 

lAAM .

There w ere still very few votes to be won on foreign policy. In the 1973 election 

it was ‘so far down the list o f  political priorities that annual party conferences tend not 

to reach it, and election candidates do their best to ignore it’.*' That election was, 

Keatinge recalled, ‘fought largely on the credibility o f  [the Fine G ael and Labour] 

alternative and on econom ic and social issues; foreign policy objectives w ere not 

im portant’. Its outcom e did how ever have som e im pact on the relationship betw een 

the lA A M  and the governm ent. The new cabinet contained five prom inent lA A M  

supporters: R ichie Ryan (M inister for Finance), M ichael O ’Leary (M inister for 

Labour), C onor C ruise O ’Brien (M inister for Posts and Telegraphs), Justin Keating 

(M inister for Industry and Com m erce), and G arret F itzG erald (M inister for Foreign 

Affairs).

”  ibid., p. 91.
‘Resolution for Fine Gael Ard Fheis’, Amandla, Vol. 7, No. 2 (March 1972).
Dennis Kennedy, ‘Foreign policy is far down the list’, The Irish Times, 20 Feb. 1973.
Keatinge, Formulation, p. 258.
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Their appointment to office altered the relationship between the lAAM  and the 

Irish government. On 4 May 1973 FitzGerald met a deputation from the movement at 

Iveagh House during which the latter called on the government to be more pro-active in 

its dealings with southern Africa and commented on the need ‘for leadership on this 

issue ...  It is up to the government to think out the commitments Ireland has entered 

into at the United Nations and to make sure that these commitments are fully 

understood at hom e.’*̂  The movement presented FitzGerald with a memorandum 

detailing its concerns, which the Minister agreed to examine without commitment. The 

results o f  his department’s investigations were instructive in highlighting the 

difficuhies in pursuing a more pro-active policy. The DFA questioned whether it would 

be advisable to discourage Industrial Development Authority activity in South Africa; 

‘One could envisage a rather difficult situation if  a South African concern wanted to 

establish a factory in an area o f  high unemployment and if the only consequence o f  

refusal o f  IDA assistance would be that the factory would be set up in Northern
84Ireland.’ On sporting contacts it was felt that the government should ‘be very careful 

in our dealings with sporting organisations embracing the whole country and drawing 

support in the North from the Unionist com m unity’.*  ̂ It was reluctant to introduce 

visas for travel to South Africa or to introduce any restriction on travel, and advised 

against supporting IDAF in favour o f  channelling support through international 

organisations like the Red Cross and the United Nations because the latter gave more 

financial control and provided the state with ‘much greater international recognition o f  

its contributions’.*̂

The lA A M ’s representations met with their most positive response on Ireland’s 

new status as a member o f  the EC. The DFA felt that ‘we should do what we can in the 

European Communities to ensure that they avoid policies which strengthen apartheid or 

forms o f  neo-colonialism’ and stated that there could be ‘no question o f  our agreeing to 

an agreement between the European Communities and South Africa relating to
87N am ibia’. The comments hinted at the transforming effect o f  EC membership on Irish

‘Foreign policy tow ards southern A frica’, May 1973, NLI lAAM  Papers, Roll 4, Part 16.2. 
Pow er to K eating, 20 June 1973, NAI DFA 2005/145/30.
Ibid.
Ibid.

"  Ibid.

224



foreign policy. A t a Dublin conference o f  Irish A m bassadors and senior officials called 

by FitzGerald for 16 and 17 April 1973 to analyse the detail o f  Irish policy, officials 

were acutely aw are that foreign policy was ‘no longer ju s t an attitude tow ards Britain or 

a role at the U N ’.** In a practical sense it forced the DFA to physically expand its 

know ledge base and engaged the departm ent with issues o f  w hich it had little or no 

previous experience, including those w hich dealt with areas o f  the form er British and 

French em pires brought closer by their association with the Com m unity.

The political influence exerted by the EC becam e im m ediately evident. In 

N ovem ber 1972, tw o m onths before it officially becam e a m em ber, the Irish delegation 

abstained on a draft resolution on South A frica at the United N ations Special Political 

C om m ittee w hich included a paragraph that called on international organisations such 

as GATT, the International M onetary Fund (IM F), and the EC, to halt all assistance to 

the South A frican governm ent. To vote in favour o f  the resolution, Keating noted, 

appeared ‘to be not very m uch out o f  line with w hat we have said before now ’, but to 

accept the clause m ight ‘preclude Irish agreem ent to any understanding between the 

Com m unity and South A frica, w hich m ay be much farther than we would want to 

g o ’.*  ̂ Hillery agreed. The issue was ‘not sufficient to hold out against [the] rest o f  [the] 

9 if  they are in agreem ent’. T h a t  pattern continued after the national coalition came 

into governm ent. In D ecem ber 1974 the Irish delegation voted against the general 

resolution on apartheid at the United N ations for the first tim e on the grounds that it 

included a condem nation o f  those states with business interests operating in South 

Africa. Two years later it abstained on a G eneral A ssem bly resolution that called for an 

arm s em bargo on South Africa, citing allegations m ade against a ‘friendly country’, and 

provoked the accusation that it bow ed to  ‘pressure’ from other C om m unity m em bers.^'

The influence that EC m em bership brought to bear on Irish policies was 

understandable but not all-pervasive. The Irish governm ent could also exert its 

influence on the nature o f  the C om m unity policies. Tadhg O ’Sullivan, Irish 

A m bassador to N igeria, noted in his subm ission to the April 1973 conference o f  heads 

o f  m ission that m em bership offered Ireland the opportunity ‘to exercise a useful

** ‘Home and A way’, The Irish Times, 17 April 1973.
Keating to sec. DFA, 30 Oct. 1972, NAI DFA 2004/7/48.
Hand-written note, McCann to Keating, 1 N ov. 1972, ibid.
Keatinge, P lace am ong the nations, p. 175.
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92interm ediary role betw een the rich countries and the third w orld’. The argum ents put 

forward in shaping Ireland’s identity at the United N ations over fifteen years earlier 

w ere re-visited by officials seeking to create a role for the state within the EC. In his 

first m ajor speech to  the Dail as M inister on 9 M ay 1973 G arret F itzG erald told the 

assem bly that the Irish governm ent’s attitude to decolonisation and apartheid would 

continue to be inform ed by the state’s ‘historic position as a nation w hich has suffered
93from colonialism  and various forms o f  discrim ination’. As its later role in finalising 

the Lome A greem ent in 1975 (see chapter eight) suggests, m em bership o f  the EC 

offered the chance to re-visit the concept that Ireland’s historic experience provided it 

with a unique perspective from w ithin Europe and an opportunity to translate the 

concerns o f  those in the developing world into change at a European level. M em bership 

im m ediately gave Ireland a more authoritative voice and an opportunity to shape 

European policies from within the process o f  European political co-operation (EPC) 

rather than a sim ple acceptance o f  those policies.

On the surface EPC ’s structures appeared to tie the Irish governm ent closely to 

the policies o f  the C om m unity at large. In practice the nature and extent o f  that 

influence was often difficult to discern. EC m em ber states found them selves ‘involved 

in a com plex system  o f  interdependencies where their freedom  o f  action ...  [was] 

continuously being constrained’.®'' M indful o f  the necessity o f  com m on action in a 

num ber o f  sectors, these interdependencies did not entail the com plete loss o f  

sovereignty. The structure o f  the EC, in K eatinge’s 1978 judgem ent, rem ained 

‘predom inantly a process o f  intergovernm ental bargaining on the basis o f  national 

interests, and the political co-operation procedures still leave even the sm aller states the 

scope to take distinctive positions on w orld issues’. E P C  in practice offered the 

sm aller states like Ireland a greater voice in shaping Com m unity policy. The Irish 

governm ent aligned itse lf to the m ore progressive elem ents, particularly D enm ark and 

the N etherlands -  against whose policies DFA officials consistently m easured Irish 

actions -  and studies o f  EC voting patterns at the U nited N ations showed that Ireland

‘Conference o f  Heads o f  Mission, 16**’ and I?* April 1973: V iews o f  the Ambassador in Lagos [Tadhg 
O ’Sullivan] on the future development o f  Irish foreign policy,’ 31 March 1973, NAI DFA 
2005/145/2348.

D dil Eireann deb.. Vol. 265, Col. 750 (9 May 1973).
Keatinge, P lace among the nations, p. 78.
Ibid., p. 80.
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continued to be one o f  the m ost progressive m em bers o f  the C om m unity on 

decolonisation i s s u e s , a n d  frequently diverged from EPC on the questions o f  South 

A frica and Namibia.^^

An essential continuity m arked the coalition governm ent’s approach to the 

South A frican question. In his subm ission to the April 1973 conference, Sean Ronan, 

Irish A m bassador to W est G erm any, com m ented that the Irish governm ent had until 

then played a ‘positive ro le’ on apartheid and that the ‘prudent course would be to 

continue the present policy o f  non-encouragem ent o f  trade w ith South A frica and 

avoidance o f  official trade prom otional contacts’.̂ * The search for constructive 

settlem ent rem ained a cornerstone o f  the new governm ent’s approach. F itzG erald told 

the United N ations General A ssem bly on 24 Septem ber 1973 that his governm ent 

would continue to w ork for an inclusive solution; the fears o f  the m inority  had to  be 

taken into account ‘w ithout our ever for a m om ent relaxing our abhorrence o f  the evil 

itself or ceasing to counter the attem pts by reactionary elem ents in som e countries to 

m itigate or explain aw ay this m ost degrading o f  all repressive policies’ .

The be lie f in constructive reform  was m atched by an assertion o f  the right to 

self-determ ination. The Irish delegation continued to take positive action to m atch its 

rhetorical support. In O ctober 1973 it co-sponsored (with A ustralia, A ustria, Finland, 

W est G erm any, the N etherlands, New Zealand, Norw ay, and Sw eden) a resolution at 

the Special Political C om m ittee that condem ned South A frica’s treatm ent o f  political 

prisoners. In the afterm ath o f  its vote against the general apartheid resolution in 1974, it 

m ade a considerable effort to be ‘as firm ly positive as possib le’ in voting on the other 

three apartheid resolutions before the Special Political C om m ittee in order to balance 

the effects o f  its general vo te.'°° Three years later at a United N ations conference on 

apartheid in N igeria, the Irish delegation voiced its concern, along w ith Denm ark and

For a discussion o f  EC voting patterns at the United Nations in the 1970s, see Hurwitz, ‘The EEC and 
decolonisation’; Foot, ‘The EC’s voting behaviour at the U N ’; and Lindemann, ‘Europe and the Third 
World’.

Patrick Keatinge, ‘Ireland: neutrality inside EPC’, in Christopher Hill (ed.). N ational foreign  po lic ies  
and European P olitical Cooperation  (London, 1983), p. 144; and Foot, ‘The EC’s voting behaviour at 
the U N ’, p. 355.

‘Foreign Policy Review in Dublin, 16'''-17‘*’ April, 1973: Comments o f  Mr S.G. Ronan, Ambassador at 
Bonn,’ 30 March 1973, N A l DFA 2005/145/2348.
”  Garret FitzGerald, UNGA Plenary Meeting, 24 Sept. 1973, UNORGA, A/PV.2125.

DFA note, ‘UN Resolutions on Apartheid voted in the Special Political Committee on 28 November 
1974’, dated 2 Dec. 1974, N Al DFA 2005/145/32.
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the N etherlands, at W estern arms supplies to South A f r i c a . T h e  continuity em bodied 

in the coalition’s policies em phasised the essentially non-political nature o f  foreign 

affairs in the Irish system. Just as the transfer from Cosgrave to Aiken in 1957 entailed 

the retention o f  the same core principles with the addition o f  a greater em phasis on 

taking an independent stance, the coalition governm ent held m any o f  the core beliefs o f 

its predecessor, founded in w hat were seen as national principles inseparable from the 

historic identity o f  the Irish state: principles o f  international relations that em phasised 

the distinctive role o f  the small state in the prom otion o f  international stability.

The final process o f  decolonisation in the Portuguese territories illustrated the 

com plexity o f  Irish relationships with the EC. In Septem ber 1973, the People’s 

N ational A ssem bly o f  G uinea-B issau unilaterally declared its independence from 

Portugal, and m ade its application for m em bership o f  the United N ations. It provided 

the Irish governm ent with a test o f  its com m itm ent both to decolonisation and to 

international law. Florrie O ’Riordan o f  the Irish Em bassy to the United N ations felt that 

‘it w ould serve the Portuguese right if  an independent G uinea-B issau were recognised 

by the U N ’, but was not convinced that the Irish governm ent should recognise the new 

s t a t e . H e  com m ented that ‘EEC m em bership needs a certain am ount o f  com prom ise’, 

and was particularly concerned that Ireland needed ‘the political support o f  other EEC 

partners on m any issues’. W i t h i n  that context, the nature o f  Ireland’s alignm ent 

becam e more evident. O ’Riordan em phasised the necessity to co-ordinate policy with 

Denm ark and the Netherlands, both o f  whom  had invested significant am ounts o f  

hum anitarian aid in the region, and had ‘clear anti-colonialist pol icies’. T h o s e  states 

had ‘excellent m eans o f  assessing African conditions on the spot as we have n o t’.'°^ He 

recom m ended that the Irish delegation ‘should follow a N ine abstention line . ..  i f  it 

exists. O therw ise I w ould be inclined to attach great w eight to N etherlands and 

D enm ark.’

There w ere other political reasons for not recognising Guinea-B issau. A lthough 

the EC took precedence, the decision w as in keeping with the Irish governm ent’s

Place among the nations, 175-6.
O’Riordan to Cremin, 19 Oct. 1973, N Al DFA 2005/145/201.
Ibid.

228



previous policies. Ryan asserted that ‘recognition m eans the formal acknow ledgem ent 

o f  a legal entity and does not imply any form o f  approval or disapproval o f  the regim e 

in control o f  the territory in quest ion’. C r e m i n  told the United N ations General 

A ssem bly plenary m eeting on 2 N ovem ber 1973 that the ‘inform ation available does 

not in our judgem ent establish that G uinea-B issau has as yet acquired the 

characteristics o f  a State’. T h e  approach closely paralleled that o f  Sweden. In spite o f  

the direct hum anitarian assistance it gave to PAIGC from 1969, the Swedish 

governm ent did not feel that Guinea-Bissau met its criteria for state recognition: ‘that 

the Pow er to be recognised has gained a reasonable degree o f  external independence 

that is fairly generally accepted by the rest o f  the w orld ’.

The Irish governm ent’s recognition policies could also be used to enforce a 

m ore openly political agenda. A fter the fall o f  Caetano on 25 April 1974, the EC 

assum ed an im portant role in the promotion o f  a stable and dem ocratic future for 

Portugal. In a speech to  the Dail in N ovem ber o f  that year, FitzGerald fram ed the 

Portuguese transition to dem ocracy directly in term s o f  the E C ’s involvem ent, 

particularly the strengthening o f  the C om m unity’s econom ic relations with the state. 

Diplom atic exchange and dialogue -  as well as the E C ’s indirect influence -  played an 

im portant role in the gradual prom otion o f  C om m unity values and norms, as the later 

accelerated m em bership negotiations for Portugal, Spain, and G reece illustrated. It put 

the onus on each individual m em ber state to contribute to the effort. In this context, and 

in ‘recognition o f  the change in situation’, the Irish governm ent reversed its policy in 

late 1974 on diplom atic representation and decided to appoint an A m bassador to 

P o rtu g a l." '

In support o f  the Portuguese governm ent’s ‘formal steps to activate the 

p rocess’, in July 1974 the Irish governm ent agreed to recognise G uinea-B issau ‘when

Richie Ryan, D dil Eireann deb., Vol. 269, Col. 1803 (13 Dec. 1973). For a discussion o f  Irish 
recognition policy prior to 1963, see Paula L. Wylie, Ireland and the C old War: diplom acy and  
recognition 1949-63 (Dublin, 2006).

Con Cremin, UNGA plenary meeting, 2 Nov. 1973, UTMORGA, A/PV.2163.
Note by Keating re meeting with Swedish Ambassador to Ireland, 23 Oct. 1973, NAI DFA 

2005/145/201.
D ail Eireann deb.. Vol. 275, Col. 921 (5 Nov. 1974).
FitzGerald, Z)a//£/rea/jn deb.. Vol. 275, Col. 922 (5 Nov. 1974).
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Portugal has done so’."^  It was viewed as additionally im portant ‘that Ireland should 

be am ong the first o f  the W est European countries to recognise the new Republic 

[since] Ireland has, over the years, consistently affirm ed the right to self-determ ination 

and independence’."^  C om m unity attitudes to M ozam bican independence were defined 

by the sam e values, but Angola proved a m ore difficult case. The agreem ent signed in 

January 1975 between the Portuguese governm ent and A ngolan nationalist leaders led 

to independence on 11 N ovem ber 1975, but not to Irish or EC recognition. Irish 

officials insisted that state recognition depended on ‘the existence o f  a central authority 

in effective control o f  the greater part o f  its territo ry’, which it believed was not the 

case in Angola.""* It w as only when the French governm ent called a m eeting o f  the EC 

am bassadors in Luxem bourg in February 1976 that the DFA considered recognition ‘in 

step with our partners’."^  In its m em orandum  to the governm ent it noted ‘the recent 

extension o f  control by the M PLA and the collapse o f  the opposing forces’ as reason to 

afford recognition to the state. Recognition, it added, ‘w ould be o f  the State and not 

o f  the G overnm ent currently exercising authority in Angola. It should also be stressed 

that recognition o f  the political state o f  affairs that exists in no way implies approval o f 

the regim e there or o f  its act ions’. T h e  provision o f  governm ent authority to 

recognise the new state was made ‘on the understanding that [the M inister for Foreign 

Affairs] will not announce such recognition except in conjunction with the other 

m em ber States o f  the European C om m unity should they so decide. If  they should not 

all so decide he will com e back to the G overnm ent again before m aking any 

announcem ent.’ "* In the event, the m em ber states could not agree on recognition, but 

the Irish followed France’s decision to recognise Angola, and on 18 February 

announced its intentions to do so, the same day as the N etherlands and Britain did so.

DFA memorandum for the governm ent, ‘R ecognition o f  the Republic o f  G uinea-B issau’, 31 July 
1974, N A I DT 2005 /7 /500 .

Ibid.
FitzGerald to M eek, 5 D ec. 1975, N A I D FA  2005 /145 /30 .
T elex , Irish Permanent Representative, Luxem bourg, to D E A , 13 Feb. 1976, N A I DFA 2 0 0 6 /1 3 1 /7 5 . 
DFA memorandum for the governm ent, ‘R ecognition o f  the State o f  A n go la ’, 16 Feb. 1976, ibid.
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S p o r t , T h e  N a t io n a l  C o a l it io n  a n d  S o u t h e r n  A f r ic a  ’

Dom estic debates also continued to evolve after 1973 and had a visible im pact on Irish 

governm ent policy. In M arch 1973 FitzG erald overruled DFA officials to recom m end 

that the D epartm ent o f  D efence refuse special leave o f  absence to Lieutenant Dan 

Shanahan to travel with the Irish hockey team  on its tour o f  South Africa, R hodesia and 

M alaw i."^  The sam e year, the DFA tackled w hat it later described as ‘the m ost difficult 

“Rhodesia problem ” the Dept, has f aced’, t h e  inclusion o f  a team  representing 

Rhodesia in the W orld Ploughing C ham pionship in W icklow  that O ctober. The issue 

was seized upon by the IA AM , who lobbied the governm ent to  refuse entry. R hodesia’s 

involvem ent, the m ovem ent contended, was ‘an im plicit denial o f  the m agnificent 

principles o f  fraternity and equality w hich [the organisers] them selves espouse’. ’^' The 

DFA agreed. FitzGerald and his officials were concerned that to allow  adm ission to the 

Rhodesians w ould contravene Security Council resolution 253 under w hich m em ber 

states w ere prohibited from engaging in cultural relations with the rebel regime. 

FitzGerald felt that their adm ission ‘would not go unnoticed abroad and would not
I  " ^ 2  *enhance our standing, particularly at the United N ations’. “ He expressed his desire ‘to 

ensure that the Rhodesians are not perm itted to enter the State (provided o f  course this 

can be done legal ly)’. W h e n  the latter proved im possible because, the D epartm ent o f  

Justice inform ed the DFA, the Rhodesian participants intended to travel on British 

p a s s p o r t s , t h e  cabinet refused to attend the event in order to  ‘m anifest their 

unw illingness to participate in an international m eeting o f  this kind involving as it does
125a Southern Rhodesian presence’. A t the same tim e, however, the Irish governm ent 

opposed any direct interference with Irish sporting organisations. It argued that the 

most it could do w as to m ake its opposition to such activities known to those involved. 

The w ithdraw al o f  Lieutenant Shanahan was a special case, given that he had applied 

for extra leave for the sole purpose o f  travelling with the Irish hockey team . The 

following M arch, FitzGerald advised the D epartm ent o f  Education that ‘it w ould be

S e e N A I D FA  2005 /1 4 5 /3 1 , passim .
Hand-written note, Craig to ‘K en’, undated, N A l DFA 2 0 0 5 /145 /154 .
‘W orld P loughing C ham pionships’, A m andla , V ol. 8, N o. 6 (O ct. 1973).
K eating to sec. Dept, o f  Justice, 25 July 1973, N A l DFA 2 0 0 5 /145 /154 .
Hand-written note by W helan, appended to note, W helan to de Paor, 18 July 1973, ibid.
Ward to sec. D FA , 1 Aug. 1973, ibid.
GIB press release, 17 Sept. 1973, ibid.
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undesirable’ to cut the grant to the Irish Hockey Union, in spite o f  its ongoing refusal to 

sever relations with the region.

On 20 M ay 1974 a special European session o f  the U nited Nations Special 

Com m ittee on A partheid was convened in Dublin to celebrate the lA A M ’s tenth 

anniversary, an occasion the m ovem ent viewed as ‘a m easure o f  the im portance o f  the
127contribution to international action that Ireland has m ade’. The m ovem ent could 

reflect on a decade o f  growth and som e significant successes, not least the Springbok 

protests and the decision to stop trade prom otion in South A frica. In June 1973 the new 

Labour M inister for Industry and Com m erce Justin Keating -  one o f  those who had 

picketed C T T ’s m eeting with South African trade officials in O ctober 1969 -  m ade it 

‘official policy not to seek new investm ent from that quarter and that the Industrial 

D evelopm ent A uthority, who are aw are o f  that policy, will in future pursue the same 

line’.'̂ **

When the com m ittee arrived, the m ovem ent was in the throes o f  another rugby 

cam paign against the British and Irish Lions tour o f  South A frica and Rhodesia in the 

sum m er o f  1974. As part o f  a broader cam paign known as the Stop the Apartheid 

Rugby Tour (SART), a conglom eration o f  anti-apartheid groups founded in Britain in 

the autumn o f  1973, the lAAM  urged the IRFU to ‘consider the m oral issue. Apartheid 

is an evil and m onstrous doctrine and it will be a disgraceful act o f  collaboration with 

apartheid if  our sportsm en go to South A frica and participate in a tour which is 

organised on racialist l ines. ’ Its cam paign enjoyed m oderate success. In January 

1974 an appeal to the IRFU to ‘m ake clear that any player who w ithdrew  ...  would not 

be discrim inated against in future selection for Irish team s’ '^’’ was m et with a statem ent 

that participation in the Lions tour was ‘a m atter o f  individual decision’ that w ould ‘in 

no way prejudice his chances o f  future selection’.'^ ' The follow ing m onth three 

Cabinet M inisters (FitzG erald, Keating and O ’Brien) were am ong those who signed the 

lA A M ’s petition against the tour. On I April FitzGerald w rote an open letter to the

FitzGerald to K eating, 1 March 1974, N A l DFA 2005 /145 /31 .
‘Ten years o f  solidarity with the peoples o f  southern A frica’, A m andia, V ol. 9, N o. 4  (M ay 1974). 
K eating to Flannery, 22  June 1973, NLI lA A M  Papers, Roll 7, Part 25 .1 .2 .

™  lA A M  statement quoted in ‘Seven M inisters am ong objectors to Lions tour o f  South A frica’, The Irish  
Times, 1 Feb. 1974.

‘I.R.F.U. asked to reassure players’. The Irish Tim es, 11 Jan. 1974.
‘S .A . tour up to each player -  I.R .F .U .’, The Irish Times, 17Jan. 1974.
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IRFU in w hich he called on the union to reconsider its decision and to ‘appreciate that, 

in participating ...  they are setting the O lym pic principle at nough t’, w arning o f  the 

IR FU ’s responsibilities to R hodesia and N am ibia in term s o f  the United N ations’ 

attitudes to  both.

The outcom e o f  the cam paign w as typical o f  the lA A M ’s standing in Irish 

society. The success o f  the tour on the field -  the Lions won tw enty-one o f  their 

tw enty-tw o m atches, draw ing the other -  overshadow ed the protests. W hile the 

m ovem ent convinced a good m any Irish citizens o f  the m erits o f  change through 

isolation over change through association, not all sports bodies or supporters were 

w illing to m arry sport with politics. A letter from the Irish Hockey Union to the lAAM  

in M arch 1974 w as indicative o f  this position: ‘O ur disapproval o f  the practice o f  racial 

segregation in South A frica or elsew here is . ..  approached quite differently but 

nonetheless sincerely from the m anner or m ethods which you would appear to urge 

upon us.’ '^^ The failure o f  the boycott cam paign, re-launched in June 1974 as the ‘No 

C ollaboration’ cam paign, evidenced the difficulty in transform ing the growing 

aw areness o f  the lA A M ’s goals into sustained protest. The m ovem ent could not hope to 

com pete with the m arketing budgets o f  South African industry: ‘w e m ust continue to 

rely on the efforts o f  m em bers to take our material to the shops and shoppers’.'^"' This 

form o f  individual protest could be, and often was, successful. In 1974 the lA A M ’s 

executive established a sub-com m ittee under the direction o f  Tony Ffrench to deal with 

the question o f  Irish em igration to southern A f r i c a . T h e  disruption o f  interview s 

becam e one o f  the m ovem ent’s m ost effective form s o f  private action, and Ffrench was 

described by one form er lAAM  m em ber as ‘the m aster o f  the a rt’.'^® Using a variety o f  

pseudonym s, including M r P.C. Bum ble, M r A lex Overland, M r Gerard Trench, and 

M iss B.S. F iggis to  gain access to the interview stage, Ffrench disrupted num erous 

interview s with a vehem ent rejection o f  apartheid principles. His activities w ere quite 

successful. In 1974, M inister for Labour M ichael O ’Leary, a long-tim e lAAM  

supporter, replied to  representations from the m ovem ent regarding interview s for

Quoted in ‘Im plications o f  S .A . rugby tour explained by FitzG erald’, The Irish  Times, 2 April 1974.
Atkinson to M eek, 8 March 1974, N L l lA A M  Papers Roll 5, Part 19.4.1.2.
\A A M , A nnual R ep o rt 1973-74  (Dublin, 1974), p. 4.
The fo llow in g  observations are based on tw o interview s conducted with Tony Ffrench, D ublin, 1 D ec. 

2005, and 2 Feb. 20 0 6 , and on private docum ents in his possession .
Interview with K ilgallen (9 N ov . 2005).
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nursing posts in South A frica to the effect that he was ‘having the m atter considered to
• • 137see what can be done, by way o f  am ending existing or m troducing new legislation’.

B is h o p  D o n a l  L a m o n t  a n d  t h e  C r e a t io n  o f  M o d e r n  Z im b a b w e

A s Ffrench and his colleagues in the W est protested on beha lf o f  the indigenous 

African populations, the Pearce C om m ission’s resounding rejection o f  the Rhodesian 

constitution in 1972 strengthened the determ ination o f  African nationalists to go down 

the path o f  violent liberation. M any o f  the relatively small num ber o f  Irish m issionaries 

based in the state becam e caught up in the escalating civil war. As they had done in 

Biafra, many Irish Catholic m issionaries identified closely with the cause o f  their 

parishioners. The Carm elite Order, concentrated in Umtali diocese on the border with 

M ozambique, was especially vulnerable. A fter som e initial difficulties, they developed 

a good working relationship with the guerrillas. Bishop Patrick M utum e rem em bered 

that some Irish priests were ‘so m uch on [the guerrillas’] side that you had to sort o f  

warn them that . ..  you could not show that visibly. It could be dangerous.’ '^* The 

C arm elites built a strong relationship with the local people through their adoption o f  a 

kind o f  folk-Catholicism  that adapted to local life.'^^ To be Irish becam e ‘a sure sign o f  

acceptance by the guerrillas’.

The Carm elite m issionaries may have disliked the ‘seigneurial sty le’ o f  their 

bishop, Donal Lam ont, but, David M axwell noted, ‘appreciated that his pastorals did at 

least go some w ay tow ards reflecting the needs and aspirations o f  rural C atholics’.''*' 

Lamont, whose nam e has appeared on more than one occasion in this study, was born 

in Ballycastle, Co. Antrim , in 1911 and jo ined  the C arm elite O rder im m ediately from 

school, going on to spend six years in Rome (1933-39) at the height o f  Italian Fascism . 

A fter being ordained as a priest in 1937, Lam ont w ent to Southern Rhodesia in 1946, 

first to the m issions at Inyanga, then as parish priest in Umtali and, from 1957, Bishop 

o f  the new Diocese o f  Umtali. Inform ed by his experiences in Rome, Lam ont was

O’Leary to Kader Asmal, 11 April 1974, NA! DFA 2005/145/30.
Janice McLaughlin, ‘Avila Mission: a turning point in Church relations with the State and with the 

liberation forces’, in Ngwabi Bhebe and Terence Ranger (eds.), Society in Z im babw e’s liberation war 
(Oxford, 1996), p. 94.

David J. Maxwell, ‘Christianity and the war in Eastern Zimbabwe: the case o f  Elim M ission’, in 
Ngwabi Bhebe and Terence Ranger (eds.), Society in Z im babw e’s liberation w ar  (Oxford, 1996), p. 77.

McLaughlin, ‘Avila M ission’, p. 94.
Maxwell, ‘Christianity and the war in Eastern Zimbabwe’, p. 73.
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outspoken from his first days as Bishop. His assertion that R hodesia was, in spite o f  its 

claim  to uphold Christian ideals against com m unist encroachm ent, not ‘a free C hristian 

society’ led him to be regarded as a prom inent voice in favour o f  A frican 

independence.'"’̂  He becam e a thorn in the side o f  the Rhodesian authorities, who 

view ed him as ‘a person who w as using the church to  support terrorism ’. L a m o n t  

becam e one o f  the leading voices in favour o f  A frican political freedom, and travelled 

to London to m eet with British officials, including Foreign Secretary Sir A lec D ouglas- 

Home, whom  he met in D ecem ber 1973 as part o f  the latter’s ‘attem pts to m aintain 

contacts with all shades o f  opinion in R hodesia’.''*'’ In M arch 1974 he lunched with two 

British Em bassy officials w ho cam e to hear him address officers o f  the Irish A ir Corps 

at Baldonnel.'"*^ The follow ing O ctober he denounced the Rhodesian governm ent at the 

Fourth International Synod o f  B ishops in Rome ‘for holding on to pow er through a 

policy o f  oppression against the m ajority African population’.'"*̂

In an effort to d iscredit the bishop, the Rhodesian authorities m arked Lam ont 

out for special treatm ent and outrageous rum ours circulated o f  L am ont’s ‘alleged 

liaisons with African wo me n ’. A s  president o f  the Rhodesian Justice and Peace 

Com m ission betw een 1974 and 1976 he oversaw  the publication o f  detailed reports on 

torture and intim idation by R hodesian Security Forces. In Septem ber 1976 Lam ont was 

arrested and the follow ing m onth was sentenced to ten years in prison with labour. 

Aged 65, he had his sentence com m uted the follow ing M arch, was stripped o f  his 

Rhodesian citizenship and deported. L am ont’s actions were largely rem oved from his 

native Ireland, but he continued to  be a source o f  inform ation for the Irish governm ent. 

On his visits to Rome he m et frequently with Irish Em bassy officials in the Holy See. 

He kept in contact w ith K evin Rush (brother-in-law  to L am ont’s brother),'"** and 

appeared to have enjoyed a good relationship with A iken. In M arch 1970 Lam ont had

Lamont, Speech from  the dock, p. 58.
Former Rhodesian Special Branch officer, quoted in McLaughlin, ‘Avila M ission’, p. 91.
‘Record o f  a conversation between the Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary and Bishop Lamont at 

the Foreign and Commonwealth Office at 6.00 pm on 19 December 1973’, NAUK Prime Minister’s 
Office (hereafter PREM) 15/1877; and Lamont’s 1973 diary, entry for 19 Dec. 1973, Lamont Papers,
Box 1.

1974 diary, entry for 15 March 1974, Lamont Papers, Box 1.
John Cooney, ‘Irish-bom bishop denounces Rhodesian regime at Synod’, The Irish Times, 3 Oct.

1974.
M cConville to Byatt, 11 July 1973, N AU K  FCO 87/208.
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sent a copy o f  his latest pastoral, A Crisis o f  Conscience, to the former M inister ‘[w]ith 

all kind wishes to Mrs Aiken and the family’.'"'  ̂ His appearances on the ‘Late Late 

Show’ in October 1972, his links with Trocaire on whose behalf he did some preaching 

in 1974, the frequent phone calls he received from the lAAM during his trial, and the 

tenor o f his speeches suggest that for many he symbolised an Irish abhorrence for 

repression and racist rule. His vocal support for the rights o f  the African population 

echoed Irish public and official attitudes to colonialism and was presented in a manner 

akin to that in which Ireland’s own policies were viewed. When he was sentenced in 

1976, an Irish government press release described him as ‘an Irishman who has given 

his life to the service o f people o f all races in his community and has won respect 

throughout the world for his devoted efforts on their behalf

C o n c l u s io n

The explicit and recurring reference to Ireland’s past in the construction o f its present 

institutional identity was returned to, and in many ways strengthened, after the state’s 

accession to the EC. The core beliefs remained: a commitment to self-determination, 

the rejection o f state repression, and -  in reference to the principles assumed by the 

state after 1922 -  the promotion o f  international peace through the pursuit o f  an 

independent, non-aligned (in lower case) attitude that aimed to judge issues on their 

own merits. Ireland’s position within the EC reflected the role it had cuhivated 

internationally in the previous eighteen years o f United Nations membership. In 

recognition o f its small-state status, the Irish government was conscious o f the limits 

prescribed by the EPC and Community structures, and the political influences o f its 

fellow member states. As it had done at the United Nations, it nonetheless attempted to 

construct its own identity within the Community framework. The assertion that the 

state had a constructive role to play in shaping EC policy on southern Africa, and the 

deliberate referral o f Irish policies to the more progressive members o f the community, 

Denmark and the Netherlands, were part o f an attempt to define Ireland’s diplomatic 

independence. The approach recognised the limits to Irish influence, but at the same

Lam ent to A iken, 23 March 1970, U C D A  Aiken Papers P 104/7142 .
DFA press release, ‘Statement by the M inister for Foreign Affairs, Dr Garret FitzGerald, on the 

passing o f  sentence on Dr Donal Lam ent in Rhodesia on 1 October 1976’, N A l DFA 2006 /131 /123 .
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time attem pted to m axim ise its potential in the pursuit o f  C om m unity policies broadly 

in keeping with its goals. Its essence was described by H illery in the year prior to 

accession: ‘the role o f  [the h'ish] G overnm ent is not to try to  im pose a grand “foreign 

policy design” . It is rather to  steer and develop our m any existing contacts in 

accordance with som e general ideas o f  w hat w e stand for and what we w ant to 

achieve.’ '^ '

It was a little disingenuous o f  British officials to com m ent that in EC

m em bership the Irish governm ent had ‘found a second string for a bow w hich for too
1long has had a single A nglo/Irish string’. The Irish contribution to the United 

Nations had been m ore im portant than they suggested. There was, however, a certain 

elem ent o f  truth in its im plicit recognition o f  the w aning role o f  m oderates like Ireland 

at the United N ations. EC m em bership gave the Irish governm ent a renewed 

opportunity to voice its attitude on w orld affairs as a shaper o f  policy and -  its officials 

liked to im agine -  a voice o f  reason in C om m unity debates. It found itse lf assum ing a 

role on issues in w hich its influence would otherw ise have been m arginal, such as the 

attem pts to stim ulate dem ocratisation in Portugal through C om m unity assistance and 

dialogue w ith it. The process o f  according recognition to the independent form er 

Portuguese territories further highlighted both Com m unity influence and the potential 

for an Irish contribution in the pursuit o f  the EC ’s broader goals. Irish attitudes to the 

legal im plications dem onstrated the high levels o f  continuity  with past Irish 

governm ent policies and dow nplayed the extent to which EC m em bership altered Irish 

attitudes. The continued high correlation between its policies and those o f  its N ordic 

counterparts on issues from sanctions and expulsion o f  South Africa, to trade and the 

recognition o f  G uinea-B issau, situated Irish policy w ithin both an EC and a w ider 

progressive W estern context.

The com parison with the N ordic states is additionally  im portant in exam ining 

the changes w ithin Irish society and dom estic influences on foreign policy. The 

sim ilarities in debate, discussion and the individual societies’ reactions to international 

events situated the Irish foreign policy-m aking process in an entirely different context 

from w hat it had been tw enty years before. The tone and direction o f  debate had

D dilEireann deb.. Vol. 260, Col. 385 (18 April 1972).
Donnelly to White, 7 Nov. 1973, NAUK FCO 87/181.
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changed considerably. The central point o f  reference in discussing South A frica was no 

longer the Boer War, but the agenda set by the lAAM  during the Springbok tour with 

its em phasis on the struggle o f  the African population against segregation. The change 

in tone o f  this dialogue affected the process o f  policy-m aking and visibly changed its 

outcom es. The Irish delegation at the U nited N ations voted in favour o f  increasingly 

radical resolutions as it attem pted to  m atch public pressure with positive action. The 

decision to end trade prom otion with South A frica was a significant one in this respect, 

particularly when com pared with the approach o f  the Swedish and Finnish 

governments. A long with the large increases in Irish contributions to UNTFSA and 

UNETPSA, that decision was m ade in recognition o f  the grow ing scrutiny o f  Irish 

policy and the necessity to m atch its rhetoric with practical support. Its contributions to 

the United N ations funds carried an additional im portance. Just as m em bership o f  the 

EC defined Ireland’s traditional relationship with the developing world in a new 

context, the increasing com m itm ent to developm ent assistance altered the very nature 

o f  that relationship. By 1975, when Ireland assum ed its first presidency o f  the EC and 

oversaw the final negotiations o f  what becam e the Lome A greem ent with the ACP 

states, the extent o f  its im pact becam e m ore readily apparent.
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8
‘Aid to Developing Countries’: Irish Official Developm ent

Assistance*

As the states o f  the developing w orld consolidated their political independence, their 

agenda was increasingly shaped by questions o f  econom ic developm ent and access to 

trade. Through institutions like U N CTA D , founded in 1964, they assum ed a leading 

role in shaping international discourse on developm ent assistance, em phasising issues 

o f  trade inequality, poverty alleviation, and econom ic developm ent. U N CTA D  had a 

m ajor influence on W estern responses. Originally conceptualised prim arily  in political 

term s to stem the growth o f  Soviet influence, in the 1960s W estern O D A  policies, 

confronted with ‘a unified and assertive group o f  underdeveloped countries, agreed to 

harm onise their financial term s and conditions and to soften the financial term s o f  a id .’ ' 

The effect o f  this discourse was not lim ited to inter-state relations. W ithin W estern 

society, increased interest in issues like Biafra, apartheid, and Vietnam  stim ulated 

debate on society’s m oral responsibilities tow ards the developing w orld. In the m ore 

international character o f  Swedish society in the 1960s, for exam ple. Per Sveastik noted 

that ‘increasing aw areness o f  “solidarity” with the third w orld, as well as its stance 

against the unjust apartheid system in South A frica ...  [led to] the radicalisation in the 

future aid bills adopted by the governm ent’.̂

In Ireland the effect was sim ilar, albeit on a sm aller scale. T he hum anitarian 

disaster in B iafra, the Springbok tour, and the debate stim ulated by Irish m issionaries 

highlighted w hat S.K. Dey, the Deputy Secretary-General o f  the London-based 

International V oluntary Service, told an audience in Dublin in D ecem ber 1970 w as the 

W est’s ‘moral, intellectual, and spiritual obligation to help our neighbours in need’.̂  

The attitude to Ireland’s role in the w orld also changed. The 1969 report produced by 

the W orld B ank’s Com m ission on International D evelopm ent (know n as the Pearson

* An earlier version o f  this chapter appeared as Kevin O’Sullivan, ‘Biafra to Lome; the evolution o f  Irish 
government policy on official development assistance, 1969-75’, /ra/; Studies in International Affairs, 
Vol. 18 (2007), pp. 91-107.
' Schmidt and Pharo, introduction’, p. 393.
 ̂Per Sevastik, ‘The rule o f  law and Swedish development assistance’, in Per Sevastik (ed.). Legal 

assistance to developing countries: Swedish perspectives on the ride o f  law  (Dordrecht, 1997), p. 19.
 ̂ ‘Ways to help developing countries’, The Irish Times, 22 Dec. 1970.
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report after its ciiair, Lester Pearson) identified Ireland am ong the tw enty-one 

industrialised countries in the w orld, laying down thereby a challenge as to the state’s 

international responsibilities."* It becam e m ore difficult to argue that Ireland’s under

developed econom y excused it from contributing to developm ent assistance, or that 

m issionary activity was a sufficient substitute for any significant financial contribution 

to ODA. As Irish N G O  activity continued to grow, it offered an opportunity for greater 

involvem ent with the issue am ong the broader public, stim ulated aw areness o f  the 

developing w orld, and consequently put pressure on the Irish governm ent to match 

public support with private action. This interplay between public and NG O  activity and 

its effect on Irish governm ent policy forms the core o f  this chapter. It is divided into 

three sections. The first briefly exam ines Irish attitudes to  developm ent assistance prior 

to the Biafran crisis at governm ent and public levels, the second section focuses on the 

response o f  the Fianna Fail governm ent to that crisis, its policies and the extent to 

which Biafra affected its approach to ODA, and the final section deals with that 

governm ent’s successor, the Fine G ael/Labour coalition, the reform s it introduced and 

the circum stances w ithin which those reform s were im plem ented. It focuses on a 

num ber o f  dim ensions to those changes: the influence o f  G arret FitzGerald as M inister, 

the growth and consolidation o f  developm ent N G O s, the influence o f  the EC on Irish 

policy, and the im plications o f  ODA for Ireland’s relationship with the developing 

world.

T h e  In t e r n a t io n a l  D e v e l o p m e n t  D e b a t e

The transfer o f  resources betw een sovereign states -  directly or through international 

agencies -  that becam e known as ODA originally resem bled w hat David M orrison 

described as the ‘colonial developm ent and w elfare program m es initiated by some 

European imperial pow ers in their overseas territories before, during, and after W orld 

W ar 11’.̂  At the end o f  the 1940s, the United States, Canada, A ustralia, N ew  Zealand, 

and Britain began to engage in the kind o f  activity that could be defined as ODA, 

providing assistance directly to developing world states for the purpose o f  accelerating

World Bank. Commission on International Development, Partners in development: report o f  the 
Commission on International Developm ent (New York, 1969).
■' Morrison, A id and ebb tide, p. 3.
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the latter’s econom ic developm ent. By the m id-1950s the question had becom e m ore 

pressing. Encouraged by the United States, the W est saw it as crucially im portant to 

persuade the new ly-independent states o f  A sia and A frica ‘that the econom ic system  o f  

the W estern w orld was indeed superior to  the com m unist system ’.  ̂ Put m ore cynically 

by D.K. Fieldhouse, W estern developm ent assistance aim ed ‘to buy the continued 

friendship and political and econom ic collaboration o f  the prospective successor 

reg im es’.^

The com m itm ent o f  the W estern Powers to ODA was based on w hat Schm idt 

and Pharo term ed ‘the w idespread conviction that the developed w orld had a political 

and econom ic interest in, and moral obligation to m odernise, the Third W orld ’.* OD A  

was viewed as im portant in ensuring the removal o f  the inequalities that potentially 

threatened international stability. It was how ever not solely based on political concerns. 

The involvem ent o f  the U nited N ations and the attitudes o f  the m oderate W estern states 

re-em phasised the m oral aspect, and view ed ODA in term s o f  their com m itm ent to 

international law, the prim acy o f  international organisation, and the use o f  those 

institutions to limit the spread o f  conflict and instability. That attitude brought them  

into conflict with the W estern Powers. The creation o f  the Special United N ations Fund 

for Econom ic D evelopm ent (SU N FED ) in 1953 threatened the W estern approach to 

O D A  since it offered little or no control over the direction o f  aid contributions. In an 

effort to counter SU NFED and assim ilate som e o f  its aim s in a m ore effective form, in 

the late 1950s and early 1960s a num ber o f  alternative international organisations and 

special agencies em erged that tied aid to conditions shaped by the W estern Powers. 

Between 1958 and 1962 the IMF, the W orld B ank’s International D evelopm ent Agency 

(IDA) and International F inance Corporation, GATT, the O E C D ’s D evelopm ent 

A ssistance Com m ittee (D A C), and the E C ’s D evelopm ent Fund w ere form ed, jo ined  by 

the aid provided by the United N ations’ organs, the FAO and the W orld Food 

Program m e (W FP). The process continued throughout the decade. The creation o f  

U NCTA D in 1964 drove further debate and offered a voice for the developing world 

and non-aligned states to shape the ODA agenda. In 1969, the Pearson Report m ade a

 ̂ Schmidt and Pharo, ‘Introduction’, p. 388.
’ D.K. Fieldhouse, The West and the Third World: trade, colonialism, dependence and developm ent 
(London, 1999), p. 231.
* Schmidt and Pharo, ‘Introduction’, p. 391.
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significant contribution to international debate, broadly establishing the norms o f  ODA 

as they are viewed today: a moral imperative, but one which has an important role in 

the preservation o f international security through the elimination o f poverty.

The influence o f the Christian churches in these developments was not 

indiscernible. Apart from ascribing a moral imperative on Christians in the developed 

world to assist their less well o ff neighbours, the churches set definite goals in the 

pursuit o f  those responsibilities. In 1958, a World Council o f Churches meeting at 

Nyborg in Denmark first put forward the formulation that developed states donate 1.0% 

o f GNP to ODA. That figure was adopted by the United Nations First Development 

Decade in 1960, and later revised downwards to 0.7% for the Second Development 

Decade, the latter figure matching the Pearson Report’s recommendation. By that stage, 

the Catholic Church had provided an added impetus to the global debate on 

development. Pope Paul V i’s 1967 encyclical on the question, Populorum Progressio, 

and the widespread involvement o f Catholic missionaries in projects on the ground, 

woke a large section o f  Western society to their obligations in the field.

By the end o f the 1960s the effects o f this international debate grew increasingly 

visible. In 1970 the Netherlands contributed 0.61% GNP to ODA, followed by 

Denmark (0.38%), Sweden (0.38%), and Norway (0.32%).^ In the following decade, 

the Netherlands surpassed the 1.0% mark, with Denmark, Sweden and Norway close 

behind, all above the Second Development Decade’s target o f 0.7%. The discussion on 

ODA target figures and motivations was matched by a parallel debate on the manner in 

which those contributions were utilised. It mirrored closely political changes in the 

developing world. In the 1950s development approaches emphasised the importance o f 

comprehensive economic planning, and in the 1960s, after the large majority o f  states 

had become independent, looked to specific theories o f  economic growth. As debate 

became more nuanced and the developing world found a collective voice at the 

international level, two forms o f approach arose in the 1970s: poverty alleviation at the 

domestic level, and, at the international level, the search for a complete restructuring o f

’ World Bank, World Developm ent Report 1982 (Oxford, 1982), p. 140.
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the international economy and the creation o f a New International Economic Order 

(N IEO ).'”

Ir ish  O f f ic ia l  D e v e l o p m e n t  A s s is t a n c e , 1 9 6 0 -7 0

In Ireland, the public and (until at least 1968) government officials were largely

divorced from these debates. Efforts to suggest that the Irish people ‘should increase

our public contribution to international aid’"  met with an apathetic response. In the

NGO sector, the activities o f the FFHC under the Irish Red Cross and Gorta (see

chapter six) were not enough to stimulate widespread public interest in development

issues. The Irish public and its officials instead preferred to argue that the state’s

relative economic under-development and the work done by its missionaries exempted

it from considering any significant monetary contribution. It became enough simply to

emphasise the public’s contributions to church-gate missionary collections rather than

engage in a debate on the nature o f those responsibilities. The Irish public, the Irish

Independent argued in 1963, had made ‘a real contribution by helping missionaries
12whose work is invaluable even on a material plane’.

Biafra changed that situation. By dramatically increasing the level o f public 

debate and involvement on the issue o f disaster relief, it forced a re-assessment o f  the 

assumption that Ireland was doing enough relative to its size and economic status. The 

discussion looked inwards, stimulated by growing concern within the Catholic Church 

at its moral obligations. The missionaries’ stories o f starvation and disease in Biafra, 

and their increased involvement in development projects elsewhere in the developing 

world, had a significant impact on discourse in Ireland. Missionary magazines added to 

their usual stories from far-flung parishes a new emphasis o,i ‘the condition o f millions 

o f people in the under-developed part o f  our world’. I t  brought about a more critical 

analysis, not only o f government policies but o f attitudes to the developing world. At 

the August 1968 Social Studies Conference in Antrim, Robert Cashman, Vice-President 

o f the Superior Council o f  the St Vincent de Paul, was highly critical o f the public

For a concise account o f  the main discourses in international development between 1950 and 1990, see 
Chabbott, ‘Development INGOs’, p. 239.
" ‘Moral obligations o f  rich countries’, The Irish Times, 28 April 1962.

‘Is it a duty?’,/r a / i  Independent, 16 March 1963.
Farrell Sheridan, ‘That cover’, M issionary Annals, Vol. 51, No. 12 (Dec. 1968), p. 3.
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contribution to development assistance. At times o f disaster like Biafra, he told the 

audience, ‘people responded generously, but in normal times ... Asians and South 

Americans suffer from disease, hunger and malnutrition without the Irish people as a 

whole being involved’.'^ In his Christmas 1968 RTE television address Cardinal 

William Conway, Archbishop o f Armagh, emphasised that Ireland was among the 

twenty richest countries in the world and had an obligation to live up to the 

responsibilities that came with its privileged position.'^ The ICJP, formed by the 

Catholic hierarchy in October 1969, provided an organised voice for these new 

aspirations. Its secretary Jerome Connolly warned that ‘simply to support missionaries 

[was] emphatically not sufficient to discharge our duties to the rest o f  the world’. T h e  

Irish people, he argued, did not realise ‘how serious their obligations were’, and 

mistakenly felt that ‘whatever this country does will make little or no difference 

internationally, because it is so small and insignificant’.'^

Similar criticisms were levelled at the Irish government. The attention brought 

about by Biafra highlighted a decade o f underachievement in the field o f ODA. The 

rhetorical support for development assistance espoused at the beginning o f the decade 

(see chapter one) had not been matched in practice. The programme established in 1960 

to make up for Ireland’s economic deficiencies by providing technical expertise failed 

to live up to its promise. In its first three years the scheme provided for a number o f 

basic programmes introduced by the Departments o f Health and Education to allow 

medical staff and teachers to work abroad, and to the ad hoc training o f individual 

African officials in Ireland, but there was little attempt to create a comprehensive 

structure for its implementation. It relied instead on individual relationships to stimulate 

activity. In June 1963 James Skinner, an Irish barrister and advisor to Kenneth Kaunda, 

the Minister for Local Government and Social Welfare o f Northern Rhodesia and soon- 

to-be President o f independent Zambia, visited Paul Keating at the Irish Embassy in 

London to discuss the possibility o f  providing work placement in Ireland for a number 

o f ‘future Civil Servants and technicians who will be available and trained when they

‘Fight against world hunger: Ireland’s part evaluated’. The Irish Times, 6 Aug. 1968. 
‘Rich Ireland in the “top twenty’” , Irish Press, 27 Dec. 1968.
Connolly, Third World war, p. 44.
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come into power as they expect to do’.’* The relationship was the most fruitful to come 

from the government’s commitment to technical assistance. In 1964 and 1965 a total o f 

fifty Northern Rhodesian/Zambian officials were trained under a scheme run by the 

Institute o f  Public Administration (IPA) at the request o f the Irish government. Smaller 

numbers followed, and many Irish men and women went in the opposite direction to 

work in the institutions o f  the fledgling state. Between 1967 and 1971 a number o f 

Zambian Army cadets were trained at the Curragh as part o f a further exchange 

between the two states.

The success o f  the Zambian contacts could not disguise the overall 

shortcomings in the technical assistance scheme, o f which the IPA was more than 

aware. Before it agreed to run the initial programme, the organisation warned that it 

viewed the responsibility ‘without enthusiasm; our advice is that there are much more 

effective and less hazardous methods o f helping public administration in developing 

countries’.'^ A lack o f  planning on the part o f the DEA, added to the IPA’s 

unwillingness to promote the scheme, seriously inhibited its effectiveness. The 

demands placed on developing world states to contribute the cost o f living for their 

officials for the duration o f  their stay in Ireland only further reduced the scheme’s 

attractiveness. There were other examples o f  the Irish government’s shortcomings. The 

Overseas Trainee Fund created in February 1964 ‘to assist in the training in Ireland o f

nationals o f the young African and Asian States in administration, management and
20technical skills’ received little support. Aiken believed that the Irish government 

‘should not go out o f  our way to look for projects’.^' What the Connacht Tribune 

described in March 1964 as ‘[o]ne o f the most progressive aspects o f our foreign 

policy’ had stagnated by the end o f the decade and the £50,000 annual budget allocated 

to the fund went largely unspent.

The IPA was extremely critical o f  the government’s approach. Its director, T.J. 

Barrington, warned Donal O ’Sullivan o f  the DEA in September 1964 that ‘unless 

somebody was prepared to pursue the possibilities, there seemed little purpose in going

Keating to Ronan, 26 June 1963, NAI DFA 2002/19/261.
Barrington to Murphy, 23 Aug. 1963, ibid.
Frani< Aiken, D dil Eireann deb.. Vol. 207, Col 1725 (27 Feb. 1964).
Donal O’Sullivan to Holmes, 3 Feb. 1965, NAI DFA 2002/19/299.
‘Ireland’s service to Africa’, Connacht Tribune, 21 March 1964, NAI DFA 2002/19/298.
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ahead with plans for the future. In a world where standards were rapidly rising it would
23be futile, if  not damaging, to provide anything but a first-class course.’ Barrington 

himself gained first-hand knowledge o f African bureaucracy through his work 

assessing the Ghanaian civil service, his regular visits to Zambia, and his close 

relationship with Kaunda, which put him in an excellent position to assess the problem 

from both sides. By 1967, the training schemes had virtually come to a halt. That year’s 

IPA annual report noted ‘that if technical assistance in the field o f administrative 

training is to be provided in this country for developing countries in Africa and 

elsewhere, it will involve carrying out some preliminary work in the countries in 

question and by offering financial assistance towards the cost o f travel, tuition and 

subsistence’.̂  ̂The will, it implied, did not exist to do so, and the government appeared 

uninterested in rectifying the situation.

The Irish government might have been excused its shortcomings had it matched 

them with a more positive commitment in other areas o f  ODA, but throughout the 

1960s it returned to the excuses prevalent in wider Irish society. Its approach was 

marked by what Sutton deemed a ‘noticeable tendency to shelter behind the tremendous 

work being done by the voluntary sector’. I n  1963 Lemass spoke proudly to a 

Washington audience o f the role o f Irish missionaries and lay men and women working 

in the developing world as the country’s ‘own brand o f  “peace corps’” . I r i s h  officials 

also continued to emphasise the state’s relative economic under-development and its 

implications for ODA contributions. In spite o f the recognition in 1963’s Second 

Programme fo r  Economic Expansion that the state should increase ODA ‘according as 

our own economic capacity grows’, t h e  delegation at the United Nations exempted 

Ireland from any significant contribution because, it argued, Ireland remained a net 

importer o f capital.

‘Report o f  meeting held on Friday (afternoon) 11"' September, 1964, at 3.30 pm in the Department o f  
External Affairs’, NAI DFA 2002/19/262.

‘Fewer attend African training course’, Irish Independent, 11 Dec. 1967.
Sutton, Irish government aid, p. 13.
‘Address by Mr Sean Lemass, Taoiseach, at Luncheon o f  National Press Club, Washington, DC, 

Wednesday, le '” October, 1963’, NAI DT 98/6/404.
Department o f  Finance, Second program m e, p. 16.
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Table 8.1: Irish ODA in Comparative Perspective (selected years 1960-76)

C o u n t r y
ODA AS %  GNP

1960 1965 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976

Austria - 0.11 0.07 0.07 0.09 0.15 0.18 0.17 0.12

Denmark 0.09 0.13 0.38 0.43 0.45 0.48 0.55 0.58 0.56

Finland - 0.02 0.07 0.12 0.15 0.16 0.17 0.18 0.18

Ireland 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.04 0.05 0.08 0.08 O.IO

Italy 0.22 0.10 0.16 0.18 0.09 0.14 0.14 0.11 0.13

Netherlands 0.31 0.36 0.61 0.58 0.67 0.54 0.63 0.75 0.82

Norway 0.11 0.16 0.32 0.33 0.43 0.43 0.57 0.66 0.71

Sweden 0.05 0.19 0.38 0.44 0.48 0.56 0.72 0.82 0.82

Source: Sutton, Irish government aid, p. 76; Sutton, ‘Irish ODA and the UN 
target’, p. 20; World Bank, World Development Report 1978 (Oxford, 
1978), pp. 98-9; and World Bank, World Development Report 1982, p. 140.

That could not deflect from the fact that the state was not contributing its share. The

Department o f Finance admitted in 1964 that it was concerned at ‘the appropriateness
28  •o f  the level o f  our total aid having regard to international comparisons’. Viewed in 

the context o f its European contemporaries, the extent o f  Ireland’s shortcomings 

became more evident. In August 1964 Denis Holmes commented favourably on the 

Danish ODA programme and its many facets ‘which should be open to us to 

emulate’, b u t  in practice the Irish government was a considerable distance behind. At 

the beginning o f the 1960s its contribution to ODA stood at 0.046% GNP,^'’ Denmark’s 

at 0.09% and Norway’s at 0.11%.^' By the end o f the decade the comparison had 

become even less flattering, as Table 8.1 shows. Ireland’s contribution in 1970 

continued to compare extremely unfavourably with that o f Denmark and Norway, and 

was behind states o f  relatively comparable economic development like Italy, Austria 

and Finland.

Draft note by Department o f  Finance, ‘Ireland’s Aid to Less-developed Countries’, Aug. 1964, NAI 
DP A 2002/19/298.

Hand-written note. Holmes to O hEideain, 25 Aug. 1964, ibid.
Figures taken from Sutton, Irish government aid, p. 76.
World Bank, World Developm ent Report 1978, pp. 98-9; figures are for 1960.
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Biafra focussed attention on these shortcomings. Shortly after his appointment as 

M inister in July 1969, Hillery ordered an internal analysis o f the government’s ODA 

policies that not only examined its attitudes to relief in Biafra but shed light on its 

broader obligations in the field. The DEA’s self-assessment was damning; prior to 1969 

Irish ODA had been ‘rather haphazard and not related to any systematic plan’.̂  ̂

Ireland’s contributions to UN voluntary agencies were viewed as unfavourable, 

particularly in comparison with its Western contemporaries, and the department 

questioned whether the contribution to UNCTAD could be ‘seen to represent a 

reasonable effort ... to move towards the UNCTAD targets’. I t  commented on the 

need for greater co-ordination o f policy inter-departmentally, a large increase in 

Ireland’s contributions to UN voluntary agencies and a re-assessment o f the bilateral 

element o f Ireland’s ODA policy. The context too was important. Donal O ’Sullivan 

noted that the application for EC membership put additional emphasis on Ireland’s 

ODA in comparison with its counterparts within the Community and would highlight 

fresh obligations to the Community’s own aid programmes. Subsequent analyses o f 

Irish ODA reiterated the importance o f this factor, particularly in proposals put by 

Hillery to increase spending at the United Nations.

The more immediate influence o f public commentary ‘on the inadequacy o f  our 

aid programme as a whole and on the need for more effective coordination o f activity in 

this sphere’ was maintained by the activities o f the NGO sector in the aftermath o f the 

Biafran crisis.^'* Expelled by the Nigerian government at the end o f the Biafran war, in 

March 1970 Africa Concern pledged to act as a relief channel ‘for as long as the people 

o f Ireland continue to be concerned with the welfare o f  their less fortunate brothers’. 

As it debated its future role, the organisation continued to fund projects on an ad hoc 

basis, predominantly through Irish missionaries. The prominence it gained during the 

Biafran crisis was difficult to maintain, but in January 1971 Fr Kennedy described the

Draft D EA  memorandum , ‘Ireland’s D evelopm ent A id Program m e’, undated [July 1969?1, N A I DT  
200 0 /6 /4 8 2 .
”  Ibid.

Donal O ’Sullivan to sec. DT, 23 July 1969, ibid.
‘African [s/c.] Concern to continue g iv in g  aid’, The Irish Times, 16 March 1970.
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organisation as ‘the only national society in Ireland that endeavours to  aid the Third 

W orld in every w ay that aid is needed: educational, m edical, financial, em ergency 

relief, agricultural, e tc’.^  ̂ D isaster re lie f continued to provide the m ost publicly visible 

m anifestation o f  its activities. In 1972 the organisation assisted in the provision o f  

em ergency assistance in the East Pakistan/Bangladesh fam ine, and the follow ing year, 

under the shortened title o f  Concern, it assum ed a prom inent role in the fam ine that 

devastated parts o f  Ethiopia. Its success had im plications for the o ther Irish N G O s. 

Gorta, badly affected by C oncern’s fund-raising during the Biafran war, struggled to 

define a role for itse lf in its afterm ath. Its funding continued on a sim ilar scale and w ith 

a w ide geographical base, but its success was hindered by internal difficulties that in 

1974 and 1975 brought its Irish structure to a virtual standstill and underm ined public 

confidence in the organisation.

In 1973 G orta gained another significant com petitor in the form o f  Trocaire, the 

Catholic b ishops’ developm ent assistance fund. Trocaire had originally  been form ed in 

October 1969 by the Catholic hierarchy as a m eans ‘to  channel funds to under

developed countries’, b u t  rem ained idle until resurrected by the bishops in 1972. 

Under the eyes o f  its director Brian M cK eow n, the ‘new ’ organisation aim ed to offer a 

channel through which Irish Catholics could ‘express their com m itm ent on an ongoing 

basis to the needs o f  the Third Wor l d’. I t  had a dual em phasis: to d istribute financial 

aid to various re lie f projects across the world, and to educate the Irish public about the 

issue o f  poverty and developm ent. It was im m ediately successful. Its first m ajor attem pt 

at fund-raising, the inaugural Lenten cam paign launched in M arch 1973, raised 

£460,000, w hich Trocaire spent on re lie f in areas as diverse as A sia, A frica, South
•JQ

Am erica, and the C aribbean. Success on this scale had the additional effect o f  further 

elevating developm ent assistance as a subject o f  w idespread public interest. Launching 

the 1975 Lenten cam paign. Bishop Eam on Casey com m ented that a greater public 

understanding o f  developm ent assistance would put ‘m ore pressure on the G overnm ent 

...  to increase its aid to the Third W orld countries’. T r o c a i r e  w as aw are o f  the

Raymond Kennedy to ed.. The Irish Times, 16 Jan. 1971.
‘Bishops’ appeal for the itinerants’, Irish Press, 9 Oct. 1969.
John Cooney, ‘Irish bishops set up aid body’, The Irish Times, 5 March 1973.
John Cooney, ‘Education on Third World promised’, The Irish Times, 19 Dec. 1973. 
‘Trocaire aims to raise over £250,000 in Lenten campaign’. The Irish Times, 11 Feb. 1975.
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potential to build on its success to stim ulate policy change. That year the cam paign 

raised £650,000, leading the organisation’s director Brian M cK eow n to lam ent the 

shortcom ings o f  governm ent action; ‘[u]nfortunately, the response o f  the governm ent, 

in term s o f  w hat it is giving in aid this year, does not reflect the com m itm ent o f  the 

people . ..  In fact the G overnm ent now lags far behind the public in its com m itm ent 

towards the T hird W orld.’"*'

In the three years between the end o f  the B iafran crisis and the (re-)birth o f  

Trocaire, the broadening public discussion on the subject o f  developm ent assistance 

had a noticeable effect on the Irish governm ent’s policies. The recom m endations in 

H illery’s 1969 review  w ere only partially  im plem ented, but he continued to press for 

further reform. An O ctober 1970 DEA m em orandum  em phasised the need for Ireland 

to show greater com m itm ent to the United N ations voluntary agencies in the context o f  

the U N ’s Second D evelopm ent Decade. This need not m ean the im plem entation o f  

every aspect o f  the UN strategy, but it ‘would entail the giving o f  som e specific 

indications o f  what we conceive to be our obligations and how we propose to discharge 

them ’.'*̂  Like his predecessor, H illery em phasised the prim acy o f  m ultilateral ODA. 

His attitude to the United N ations’ funds for southern A frica -  UN ETPSA  and 

UNTFSA -  em phasised the link betw een political attitudes and ODA in the evolving 

international debate (see chapter seven). ODA assum ed an increasing im portance in 

shaping Ireland’s policies tow ards the developing w orld and m ultilateral spending 

increased accordingly, with the U nited Nations voluntary agencies benefiting in 

particular. In 1969/70 Ireland’s total contribution am ounted to US$ 237,000, but by 

1972/73 they had reached US$ 451,800, an increase o f  over 90%.'*^

W hile these increases w ere w elcom e, there was no attem pt to reform  the 

governm ent’s attitude to bilateral ODA , w hich continued to consist solely o f  the under

utilised training courses and technical assistance budget. In A ugust 1971 Barrington o f  

the IPA returned to his earlier criticism s, arguing that the DFA ‘did not push the 

courses enough but m erely stated that they were available and then ju st sat back to

Quoted in ‘Trocaire N ew s’, One World, Autumn 1975.
DEA memorandum for the government, ‘Proposed contributions to international aid agencies’, 5 Oct. 

I970,N A I DT 2004/21/412.
‘Ireland’s pledged contributions to UN voluntary agencies’, undated [1975?], N A l DFA 2004/7/2573.
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aw ait reaction from abroad’.̂ "* He adm itted that the IPA should have been more active 

in its attitude to the scheme, but argued that w hile ‘M r A iken showed a keen interest . ..  

the present M inister for Foreign A ffairs, D r Hillery, appears totally taken up with the 

E E C ’.̂ ^̂  His final criticism  appeared unfair, given A iken’s reluctance to prom ote the 

schem e and H illery’s broadly positive attitude to ODA, but the general tone o f  his 

criticism s hinted at the governm ent’s collective lack o f  initiative in the area. H illery’s 

good intentions took second place to m ore im portant issues, such as the EC accession 

process and the evolving situation in N orthern Ireland. As was the case with Aiken 

before him, m any o f  the positive steps taken during his tenure as M inister w ere not 

properly developed. The Inter-D epartm ental Com m ittee on D evelopm ent A ssistance, 

for exam ple, set up as a result o f  the re-think o f  policy, met too infrequently to have any 

lasting impact, and the attitude to the idea o f  governm ent collaboration with the NG O  

sector rem ained negative.

The reaction o f  the DFA to proposals put to the governm ent by a w orking group 

headed by Professor George D awson o f  Trinity College Dublin -  w hose m em bers 

included Barrington, TK W hitaker, G rogan, Dr Joseph Barnes o f  the Tom Dooley 

Foundation, the Holy G host Father W illiam  Jenkinson, and G arret Sheehan (who had 

served in A frica under Oxfam ) -  provided a further exam ple o f  its conservative 

approach. Initiated by a G orta sub-com m ittee investigation and developed in 

consultation with a diverse num ber o f  Irish organisations including the Irish Red Cross, 

A frica Concern, the Irish M issionary Union, ICTU, the Confederation o f  Irish Industry 

and the Irish N urses O rganisation, the Dawson group’s proposal returned to the 

com m on criticism s o f  Ireland’s under-achievem ent in the field o f  developm ent aid. It 

em phasised the over-reliance on the m issionary contribution, the need to recognise the 

coun try ’s obligations as a ‘developed’ state under the term s o f  the Pearson Report, and 

the case for public activity in the field o f  developm ent assistance."*^ In order to 

transform  the situation, it called for the creation o f  a ‘balanced program m e o f  overseas 

aid by way o f  personal service’, with a central Irish organisation to co-ordinate the

Don Buckley, ‘IPA and the Third World’, The Irish Times, 13 Aug. 1971,
Ibid.
‘Government gets plan for foreign aid co-ordination: central organisation urged by group’, The Irish 

Times, 11 Sept. 1971.
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activities o f  Irish volunteers, financed largely by state grants.”*̂  It envisaged that the 

program m e w ould be run by a council on w hich representatives o f  various governm ent 

departm ents and official agencies would sit.''*

The DFA noted in D ecem ber 1971 (tw o months after it first appeared) that the 

Dawson group subm ission represented an ‘im portant new  proposal’/ ^  but by M arch 

1972 the departm ent’s officials felt that it w as ‘not one o f  the priority issues with which 

w e have to contend’. W h e n  the D epartm ent o f  F inance w rote that ‘our inability to 

m ove in the m atter is the cause o f  no little em barrassm ent’,^' M cCann re-em phasised 

the importance o f  m ultilateral ODA, particularly the support given to individual 

volunteers by the UNDP.^^ A frica Concern and the N igerian civil w ar w ere also to the 

forefront o f  DFA thinking. Given, M cCann wrote, that state funding w ould strongly 

associate the Irish governm ent with the volunteers’ activities, the M inister thought it 

desirable ‘that the G overnm ent should have control over the activities o f  such an 

agency, especially in view o f  past experience with certain voluntary agencies operating 

in politically sensitive areas where dam age to our relations with friendly G overnm ents 

w as a serious concern’.

Some governm ent departm ents, notably Labour and A griculture and Fisheries, 

w ere not convinced by this argument, and rejected the claim  that ‘full State control is 

essential to avoid em barrassm ent to the G overnm ent’.^'' The DFA, however, rem ained 

adam ant that everything possible should be done to ensure that public funds could not 

be used in support o f  a politicised cam paign. Rejecting the suggestion that having a 

governm ent representative on the council o f  the new body w ould be sufficient, it felt 

that ‘[t]he assistance which the G overnm ent extends to voluntary organisations ...  m ust 

be subject to our cont rol ’. T h e  m atter appeared to have reached an im passe, with the 

sides unable to agree on an acceptable form at for the voluntary scheme. G eorge Colley, 

M inister for Finance, w rote to Brian Lenihan, the new M inister for Foreign A ffairs, in

Ibid.
Ibid.
M cCann to Charles Murray, 17 D ec. 1971, NAI D FA  2 0 04 /7 /2561 .
M orrissey to Charles Murray, 29  March 1972, ibid.
Charles Murray to M cCann, 8 M ay 1972, ibid.
M cCann to Charles Murray, 12 M ay 1972, NAI D FA  2 004 /7 /2556 .

”  Ibid.
N ote  by the Dept, o f  Agriculture and Fisheries, ‘National Volunteer A g en cy ’, 15 June 1972, ibid.

”  M cCann to Charles Murray, 20 Sept. 1972, ibid.
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January 1973, worried that ‘little progress’ had been made in attempts to get the DFA 

to meet with the voluntary organisations.^^ With some irony, Colley suggested that 

Lenihan meet with them in order to avoid the accusation that the government was 

‘dragging its feet’.̂ ^

Table 8.2: Irish ODA Spending 1960-79

YEAR ODA (£m) ODA as % GNP
1960-1 0.314 0.046
1961-2 0.270 0.037
1962-3 0.302 0.043
1963-4 0.444 0.053
1964-5 0.319 0.034
1965-6 0.442 0.044
1966-7 0.609 0.058
1967-8 1.119 0.097
1968-9 0.596 0.046

1969-70 0.590 0.040
1970-1 0.560 0.034
1971-2 0.861 0.045
1972-3 0.802 0.036
1973-4 1.461 0.054
1974 2.489 0.083
1975 3.007 0.082
1976 4.630 0.104
1977 6.270 0.117
1978 8.630 0.137
1979 13.300 0.180

Source: Sutton, Irish government aid, p. 76; Sutton, ‘Irish ODA and the UN 
target’, p.20; and O ’Brien, Ireland and the Third World, p. 16.

The debate was an excellent example o f  the limitations o f the DFA’s ODA 

policy. Hillery adopted a more progressive attitude than his predecessor Aiken, but 

appeared cautious in the context o f the growing public debate on ODA. A comparison 

with the moderate states that shared Ireland’s political values is more telling. In 

November 1967 the Canadian government initiated a programme which provided

C olley  to Lenihan, 17 Jan. 1973, N A l DFA 2004 /7 /2561 . 
”  Ibid.
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official funding through IMGOs on a project-by-project basis. The reasoning behind it 

contrasted starkly with the Irish governm ent’s conservative approach. M aurice Strong, 

the D irector-G eneral o f  C anada’s External Aid O ffice, spoke in January 1967 o f  his 

desire for the C anadian governm ent ‘to harness the substantial resources which exist in
58the private sector’, and was given the scope and funding to do so. A sim ilar 

program m e was in operation in the N etherlands, w here from 1965 the governm ent 

provided public finance for private developm ent agencies, am ounting to $8 m illion in 

1970.^^

In spite o f  H illery’s attem pts to stimulate grow th, Fianna Fail left office in 

February 1973 with little to show in the field o f  ODA. The increases he initiated in 

m ultilateral spending were no longer enough to m eet public dem and. In nom inal term s, 

Ireland’s official ODA contributions increased from £590,000 in 1969-70 to £802,000 

in 1972-73 but this increase was not in keeping with the state’s rate o f  econom ic 

grow th, as table 8.2 illustrates. Its contribution o f  0.036%  o f  GNP in 1972-73 left 

Ireland far behind the N etherlands, Denmark, Sweden, and Norw ay, and it continued to 

lag behind the states Irish officials recognised as com parable, including A ustria and 

Finland (see Table 8.1).

T h e  N a t io n a l  C o a l it io n  a n d  O f f ic ia l  D e v e l o p m e n t  A s s is t a n c e

The change o f  governm ent in M arch 1973 was highly significant for the future o f  Irish 

ODA. In the 1960s and early 1970s several M inisters in the new cabinet, notably 

FitzG erald and Ryan, had been vocal on developm ent issues. They brought a new 

attitude to ODA that im pacted on policy decisions from the beginning. W hen 

approached by Dawson and W hitaker in his first w eeks as M inister about the proposals 

for the voluntary scheme, F itzG erald’s response w as im m ediate. On 30 M arch 1973 his 

departm ent put in an application for £50,000 for the provision o f  a voluntary agency, 

w ith the recom m endation that the m oney should be m ade available for the financial 

year 1973/74, the details to be w orked out in the following m o n t h s . I n  the m eantim e, 

F itzG erald and the DFA began the consultation process to find a suitable structure for

Morrison, A id and ebb tide, p. 68.
Arens, ‘Dutch development policy’, p. 460.
See NAl DFA 2004/7/2561 for the details o f the creation o f this voluntary agency.
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the proposed agency. On 6 April M cCann w rote to Charles M urray, secretary to the 

D epartm ent o f  Finance, that F itzG erald considered that ‘i f  adequate safeguards are 

in troduced’ to ensure that governm ent m oney was being used in an appropriate m anner, 

‘he w ould not require the degree o f  control over the activities o f  the central agency 

w hich was previously held to be necessary’/ '  A t a stroke, the m ajor obstacle to DFA 

support for the project was rem oved. On 9 M ay, in the m idst o f  negotiations as to how 

the agency w ould be constituted, F itzG erald announced to the Dail that he had attained 

governm ent approval in principle for it.^^ Tw o days later, follow ing further discussions 

with W hitaker, he told M cCann to begin w ork on the creation o f  an interim  agency. 

Initially the agency was to be run by a board appointed by FitzG erald, and be handed 

over to a full-tim e voluntary com m ittee when the organisation was in a position to 

secure its finances from other sources.®^

In June 1973 the cabinet agreed to the creation o f  a new  body entitled the 

‘Interim  A gency for Personal Service in D eveloping C ountries’. By 25 M arch 1974 the 

agency had proved so successful that the DFA recom m ended it be established on a 

perm anent basis as the Agency for Personal Service Overseas (APSO). FitzGerald 

retained his preference for a speedy transition to m inim um  governm ent involvem ent. 

The perm anent agency was run initially by a nom inated ‘Interim C ouncil’, w hich would 

eventually pass its pow ers to a perm anent council elected by the A gency’s own 

m em bers. This transfer w ould occur ‘when the M inister is o f  opinion that the 

conditions o f  the G overnm ent’s decision are m et and in particular that a sufficient 

num ber o f  the private voluntary organisations have subscribed to the M em orandum  o f  

A ssociation’.̂ "* A lthough som e political boundaries were enforced by the DFA, 

A PSO ’s activities were in essence co-operation between public funding and Irish 

N GOs. A PSO  was to provide a m axim um  o f  75 percent o f  the cost o f  projects which it 

co-fm anced with Irish voluntary organisations. By the end o f  1976 ninety-tw o APSO- 

subsidised personnel were operating in the developing world on voluntary, professional

McCann to Charles Murray, 6 April 1973, NAI DFA 2004/7/2561.
“  D dilE ireann deb.. Vol. 265, Col. 767 (9 May 1973).
“  FitzGerald to McCann, 11 May 1973, NAI DFA 2004/7/2561.

DFA memorandum for the government, interim  Agency for Personal Service in Developing 
Countries’, 25 March 1974, NAI DT 2005/7/326.
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and expert t e r m s .F r o m  the seeds o f  an idea that had caused so m uch dehberation for 

the DFA under Flillery, a new and successful partnership had been formed.

The response to events in A frica three months into F itzG erald’s term  as 

M inister further em phasised the coalition’s fresh approach. The fam ine experienced in 

the Sahel countries -  Mali, M auritania, N iger, Senegal, Chad and Upper V olta (now 

Burkina Faso) -  had been highlighted at several m eetings o f  the Com m ittee o f  

Perm anent Representatives to the EC (CO REPER) and at m eetings o f  the European 

Council o f  M inisters, at which FitzG erald had been present. At his suggestion, on 23 

May 1973 an A er Lingus plane ferried 16 tons o f  dried m ilk pow der from Paris to 

Dakar as part o f  the E C ’s aid effort, at a cost o f  £5,700. The crisis m ade the 

governm ent consider its attitude to  disaster re lie f  Its solution carried echoes o f  one 

suggested to Hillery in June 1971 by Fine Gael TD Dr Hugh Byrne. Byrne had called 

on the governm ent to create a perm anent re lie f com m ittee ‘which will have finance and 

personnel available at all times, to assist nations where populations are subjected to 

sudden and severe disasters’, b u t  his ideas had been rejected by Hillery, who 

preferred to direct Ireland’s efforts through the Irish Red Cross. F itzG erald’s reaction 

was the opposite, in June 1973 he persuaded the governm ent to create a perm anent fund 

for disaster relief, on the grounds that it was ‘essential that the G overnm ent should be 

in a position to respond rapidly to requests for assistance to relieve the victim s o f  such 

d isasters’ .̂ ^

The creation o f  APSO and the em ergency fund were only tw o elem ents o f  the 

coalition’s broader ODA policy. In a speech to the Dail on 9 M ay 1973, FitzGerald 

spoke o f  the need to expand on the ‘relatively low level’ o f  ODA expenditure. As he 

told the Dail, ‘I am being generous in using the word “relatively” ’.̂ * He and his 

colleagues em phasised the necessity for a radical overhaul o f  the Irish governm ent’s 

ODA. Such reform s could not be rushed into operation, but rather, as Ryan told 

FitzGerald, would ‘require very careful study involving detailed consultations’ between

Sutton, Irish government aid, p. 46.
Ddil Eireann deb.. Vol. 255, Col. 244 (30 June 1971).
DFA memorandum for government, ‘Disaster relief in developing countries’, 19 June 1973, NAI DT 

2004/21/412.
DdilEireann deb.. Vol. 265, Col. 766 (9 May 1973).
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the DFA and F in a n c e .A n y  com m itm ent to increasing Irish ODA had to  be reached in 

a balanced m anner that w ould evenly reflect its distribution am ong m ultilateral and 

bilateral projects. W hen Ryan announced the doubling o f  Ireland’s O D A  contribution 

in his budget speech on 16 M ay 1973, he included the caveat that any increase would 

take place in the context o f  ongoing negotiations betw een his departm ent and the DFA 

about the form ulation o f  a com prehensive ODA program m e.

In N ovem ber 1973 the DFA presented its plans to  the governm ent. The 

docum ent focussed on the low level o f  Irish ODA in com parison with o ther states and 

on the governm ent’s plans to reach the UN D evelopm ent D ecade target o f  0.7%  GNP 

for official aid, or 1% for total aid (including private contributions).^ ' It envisaged an 

annual growth rate o f  0 .05%  per annum  ‘taking one year with another’, and the creation 

o f  a ‘com prehensive and coheren t’ program m e to be developed over a ten-year period. 

The program m e ‘should be flexible so as to perm it adjustm ent as betw een elem ents and 

sectors’. These sectors, m ost o f  w hich entailed both bilateral and m ultilateral 

com m itm ents, consisted o f ‘cash grants and capital subscrip tions’, ‘food a id ’, ‘technical 

assistance’, ‘disaster r e l ie f ,  and ‘loans and cred its’. The cash grants w ere m ade up 

predom inantly o f  contributions to international organisations, including the EC, the 

W orld Bank, the IDA, the O EC D , and the United N ations voluntary agencies. Ireland’s 

m em bership o f  the EC m eant increased m andatory com m itm ents and the m em orandum  

recom m ended that significant increases in contributions to voluntary agencies should 

be undertaken im m ediately, and increased annually thereafter. Cash grants w ere also 

envisaged in the bilateral O D A  sector, ‘with a view to developing a bilateral 

program m e w hich w ould be com m ensurate with Ireland’s contributions to m ultilateral 

agencies.’^̂

The next tw o sectors w ere areas in which Ireland had traditionally been stronger 

in its support. Food aid -  through the Food Aid Convention, EC distribution networks, 

the W FP, and the F A O ’s projects, particularly G orta -  was seen as an area in which 

Ireland had ‘special interest and com petence’, and the DFA recom m ended a 10 to 15

Ryan to FitzGerald, 7 May 1973, NAl DFA 2004/7/2574.
D dilE ireann deb., Vol. 265, Cols. 1257-8 (16 May 1973).
DFA memorandum for the government, ‘Aid to developing countries’, ] Nov. 1973, N A l DFA 

2004/7/2573. All figures for this and the following paragraph are taken from this source.
Ibid.
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percent increase in Ireland’s contributions to that sector. Technical assistance was 

targeted for m ore substantial increases. The Interim  Agency for Personal Service in 

D eveloping C ountries received an initial contribution o f  £150,000 for 1974 with the 

intention o f  increasing the annual stipend to alm ost £1 m illion by 1980. The O verseas 

T rainee Fund, all but abandoned in the previous few years, w as targeted for increases to 

provide a m ore com prehensive structure o f  scholarships and training schemes. Sim ilar 

increases were envisaged in the disaster re lie f fund and a significant new outlay 

proposed for the provision o f  loans and credits. Finally, an inter-departm ental 

com m ittee was established ‘to review the perform ance o f  the developm ent aid 

program m e in the light o f  the perform ance by other developed countries, the 

com m itm ents arising out o f  EEC m em bership and other international developm ents.’^̂  

A fter a further DFA m em orandum  on 13 February and two counter-subm issions 

by the D epartm ent o f  Finance, the cabinet narrow ly agreed on 26 April 1974 to approve 

the scheme. With an unusually low num ber o f  M inisters rem aining, FitzGerald 

recounted that it was accepted by four votes to three, ‘the balance being swung by one 

M inister who said, “ I f  w e ’re Christians at all, w e m ust agree to th is’” .̂ "* The 

m em orandum  highlighted both continuity and the difference in this governm ent’s 

policy on ODA. M any o f  the elem ents o f  the new program m e had been debated 

previously by DFA officials or, like the inter-departm ental com m ittee, been previously 

im plem ented with no great im petus or success. Previous statem ents in the Program m es 

for Econom ic Expansion had hinted at the need for Ireland to broaden its ODA 

contributions; this m em orandum , passed in a tim e o f  econom ic crisis in the W estern 

w orld follow ing the oil shock o f  1973, w ent a step further tow ards m eeting those 

com m itm ents.

A  B il a t e r a l  A id  P r o g r a m m e

The new  structures also contained provisions to extend Ireland’s bilateral assistance, 

though FitzG erald had to overcom e conservative attitudes w ithin the DFA before their 

im plem entation. In contrast to the overall enthusiasm  for the increases in ODA, some 

DFA officials felt the scope for Irish bilateral aid was limited. Tadhg O ’Sullivan

Ibid.
G arret FitzGerald, A ll in a life: an autobiography (London, 1991), p. 190.
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com m ented in M arch 1973 that ‘i f  we tried to have [a bilateral program m e] the sm all 

am ount o f  m oney we could apply to it w ould be sw allow ed up in the costs o f  

adm inistration’.^  ̂ His colleague Ronan returned to the sam e difficulty: ‘we hardly have 

the personnel to deal with large bilateral aid schem es’.’  ̂ It took tim e to reach a suitable 

conclusion. In April 1974, at a special European Council o f  M inisters m eeting in 

Luxem bourg devoted to developm ent co-operation, FitzG erald announced the Irish 

governm ent’s intention to build its bilateral aid program m e. In its first year o f  

operation, the program m e’s scope w as limited. The governm ent financed courses 

organised by the IPA and the Shannon Free A irport D evelopm ent C om pany in training 

techniques, hospital adm inistration and in the adm inistration and developm ent o f  

industrial free trade zones. The Irish M anagem ent Institute provided a tw o-w eek 

developm ent course for A frican ow ners and m anagers o f  small businesses o f  the 

Nairobi Industrial Estate in K enya. A PSO  provided a channel for assistance through 

Irish NGO s, and would later provide m any o f  the s ta ff for further operations. It was 

from these projects that the im petus for a broader Irish bilateral assistance program m e 

grew.

Its form at borrowed from  the past experience o f  other m oderate states like 

N orw ay, w hose governm ent recognised that bilateral O D A  ‘could not reach far and 

wide, and the desire for visibility reinforced the tendency tow ards concentration’.^  ̂ In 

the early sum m er o f  1974 DFA officials travelled to Kenya, Tanzania, Zam bia, 

E thiopia and Sudan with a view  to preparing the ground for possible bilateral 

agreem ents, though with no com m itm ent to their respective governm ents. By the end o f  

the year they had identified Zam bia, Tanzania, India, Sudan and Lesotho as ‘priority’ 

countries for its bilateral contributions. The selection w as based on a loose set o f  

criteria that included the sta tes’ relative needs, the ‘political reg im e’, ‘existing links 

with Ireland, including the presence o f  m issionaries and voluntary bod ies’ and ‘the

‘Secret. Conference o f  Heads o f  Mission, 16* and 17* April 1973: V iews o f  the Ambassador in Lagos 
[Tadhg O’Sullivan] on the future development o f  Irish foreign policy’, 31 March 1973, NAI DFA 
2005/145/2348.

‘Foreign Policy Review in Dublin, 16*''-17''’ April, 1973: Comments o f  Mr S.G. Ronan, Ambassador at 
Bonn’, 30 March 1973, ibid.

Pharo, ‘Norway’s foreign economic assistance’, p. 542.
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prospects for linkage with trade and other activ ities’.’* Each o f  the states had been 

under British rule and used English as the w orking language o f  governm ent. The 

presence o f  Irish m issionaries in each o f  the territories was also im portant, particularly 

as G orta had successfully co-operated with them in projects in Tanzania and elsew here. 

They all had relatively stable political system s which allow ed the Irish governm ent to 

be confident that aid w ould be used in a responsible manner. In keeping w ith the 

association Hillery m ade betw een the Irish governm ent’s support for UNTFSA and 

UNETPSA and its political attitude to developm ents in southern A frica (see chapter 

seven), the selections assum ed an additional political significance. Three o f  the African 

states -  Lesotho, Tanzania and Zam bia -  were in close proxim ity to the ongoing 

struggle against apartheid in South A frica and Rhodesia, and FitzGerald recounted that 

Lesotho had been chosen ‘because it was surrounded by South A frica and it needed 

particular help for that reason’.’^

When looked at individually the selections could be explained in sim ilar terms. 

Zam bia, although a relatively prosperous state, was selected because o f  its political 

stability and existing relationship with Ireland. In Tanzania G orta already operated 

projects and President Julius N yerere’s politics were also conducive to  co-operation. As 

FitzGerald had established an aid centre in India soon after being appointed, it too was 

an obvious choice, although it was soon dropped for practical reasons as Ireland’s 

contribution was viewed as too  small to have any m eaningful effect. In Sudan, the Irish 

governm ent believed it could m ake significant contributions through its know ledge o f  

agriculture, an em phasis that echoed its strong com m itm ent to the FAO, particularly the 

W FP and the FFHC. A lthough the project eventually proved unw orkable, it was 

significant in its attem pt to apply Irish expertise to a developing w orld situation. The 

selection o f  Lesotho owed its origins to more providential circum stances. On the plane 

returning from a m eeting betw een the EC and the A C ? states in Jam aica in July 1974,

FitzGerald m et with tw o representatives from the Lesotho governm ent, w hom  he
80suggested should consult with the DFA later that year. By cem enting the bilateral 

links in a series o f  m eetings in Dublin in October 1974, the Lesotho case served to

Unsigned and undated [Jan 1974?] note for the M inister, ‘Bilateral D evelopm ent A ssistance 
Program m e’, NAI DFA 2007/111/1116.

Interview with Dr Garret FitzGerald, Dublin, 6 July 2005.
FitzGerald, A ll in a life, p. 190.
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highlight w hat Rob K evlihan has term ed the ‘opportunistic’ nature o f  the selection 

process.*'

The concentration on Africa, how ever, requires further investigation. At a time 

when Irish N G O s were diversifying their geographical bases (Concern in Bangladesh in 

1972, T rocaire from its inception through projects across Latin Am erica, A sia and 

Africa, and G orta in the sam e regions), there was no com pelling reason for the Irish 

governm ent to limit m ost o f  its efforts on Africa. The decision w as certainly not easily 

explainable in a com parative context. Irish bilateral aid to India could effectively be 

discounted due to the small size o f  the contributions and the ease with which they were 

w ithdraw n, but for other states India and Pakistan were considered am ongst the m ost 

politically profitable areas for ODA spending because o f  the visibility they afforded to 

donors. The Irish decision to concentrate on Africa bore little relation to the policies o f  

other m oderate states: C anada’s bilateral aid was concentrated largely in Asia, 

N orw ay’s initial bilateral agreem ents w ere with India and Pakistan, and Sweden first 

gave bilateral aid to  E thiopia and Pakistan.

W hy then did the Irish governm ent choose to concentrate its ODA program m e 

on the A frican continent? The decision m ight be explained by reference to broader 

international patterns in the 1970s. The OECD noted that flows o f  ODA to A frica 

increased substantially in that decade, ‘reflecting both higher priority accorded to sub- 

Saharan A frica by official developm ent agencies and a w illingness o f  export credit 

agencies, banks and m ultilateral developm ent lending institutions to increase their 

exposure in Sub-Saharan A frica’.*  ̂ D isasters like the drought in the Sahel and 

im proved African investm ent in areas like agriculture, industry and infrastructure made 

donors m ore w illing to provide assistance to the continent. W ider European patterns 

were also im portant. The EC concentrated its aid entirely on its A ssociated States in 

A frica prior to the Lome C onvention in 1975, generating a further em phasis on the 

continent in European debates on developm ent assistance. N or w as the decision without 

precedent in Irish policy. The technical assistance program m e established in I960 

concentrated solely on Africa, and set a trend -  how ever lim ited Irish efforts were in

Rob Kevlihan, ‘Irish Bilateral Aid to Sudan -  from modernisation to conditionality: Lessons learned 
and future prospects’, Irish Studies in International Affairs, Vol. 15 (2004), p. 148.

OECD, D evelopm ent co-operation: efforts and policies o f  the members o f  the Developm ent Assistance 
Committee 1986 Report (Paris, 1987), p. 173.
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the field o f  ODA -  for the following decade. That decision was based on both political 

considerations -  the prom inence o f  the new ly-independent A frican states and the 

prom otion o f  international stability through developm ent -  and the influence o f  

African-based Irish Catholic bishops who pressed the Irish governm ent to assist the 

em erging states.

But neither could fully explain the em phasis on A frica in Irish ODA. A reas o f  

Asia, like the Philippines for exam ple, w ere equally under-developed, posed a sim ilar 

potential threat to international stability, had an Irish m issionary presence, and fulfilled 

sim ilar criteria to the priority states, such as using English as a w orking language o f  

government. One m ust look instead to the less easily quantifiable but equally influential 

popular perceptions o f  A frica. The im age o f  the continent created by m issionaries in the 

minds o f  the Irish public (see chapter one) dom inated the country’s perceptions o f  the 

developing world. The ‘penny for a black baby’ cam paigns and other m issionary 

activities, including their involvem ent in Biafra, crudely equated A frica with poverty 

and under-developm ent to a degree not associated with A sia or Latin Am erica. N either 

was the kind o f  extensive m issionary w ork undertaken in sub-Saharan A frica entirely 

sim ilar to that which took place in Asia, for exam ple, where the presence o f  large 

M uslim com m unities created an altogether different attitude am ong the Irish public, 

including to developm ent assistance. M issionary activity helped to foster the kind o f  

response seen during C oncern’s w ork to alleviate the East Pakistan/Bangladesh famine 

in 1972, but it was m ore frequently visible in relation to A frica, beginning with the 

Biafran crisis and reinforced by the continued m edia spotlight on disasters such as the 

famines in E thiopia and the Sahel region in the early 1970s. Once the precedents had 

been set with the location o f  the first Irish FFHC project in Tanzania, the response to 

Biafra, and the considerable concentration o f  Irish N G O  projects in Africa, it becam e 

difficult to divest the public o f  the popular em phasis on the continent in relation to 

developm ent assistance. There was adm ittedly a random  elem ent to the selection o f  the 

individual priority states -  as the Lesotho case highlighted -  but for Irish officials it 

made sense to build on public sym pathies with A frica and concentrate the state’s 

limited resources in an area in w hich it felt it w ould see the greatest return.

Having established the beginnings o f  the ODA program m e, FitzG erald set about 

providing the bureaucratic fram ew ork for it to have greater effect. In 1974 a
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developm ent co-operation division was created within the DFA with special 

responsibility for that sector. It was follow ed in Septem ber 1975 by the creation o f  the 

D evelopm ent C o-operation O rganisation (D EV CO ) that aimed ‘to co-ordinate the 

activities o f  State-sponsored bodies in the field o f  developm ent a id ’,*  ̂ under the aegis 

o f  the DFA. D E V C O ’s existence testified to  the im portance o f  the sem i-state agencies 

to ODA, particularly bilateral ODA, w here its influence was m ost visible. The same 

year, 1975, the program m e’s expansion led the Irish governm ent to appoint John Kelly, 

the C h ief W hip, as Parliam entary Secretary with responsibility for ODA. M ost 

significantly, the creation o f  a bilateral aid division in the DFA in 1977, headed by 

Dermot G allagher, allowed for a m ore specific focus on that elem ent o f  the program m e, 

and the appointm ent o f  D evelopm ent Co-operation O fficers in Lesotho (1978), 

Tanzania (1979), and Zam bia (1980) strengthened ties with those states, and gave 

Ireland a visible presence on the ground in its priority states.

The projects them selves, however, lacked a central coherency. They w ere all ‘o f  

a small or m edium  size, as Ireland generally [lacked] the technology (or finance) for the 

larger, costlier p ro jects’,*'̂  and often relied on Irish sem i-state agencies to provide 

expertise. The situation in 1978, the year after the creation o f  the bilateral aid division, 

provided a good exam ple o f  the structures o f  the bilateral program m e. Lesotho 

dom inated the figures, accounting for alm ost 30%  o f  all bilateral ODA.*^ Its tw o main 

projects were in rural developm ent in H ololo V alley and pony breeding in Basutho. The 

ESB involved itse lf in assisting the Lesotho E lectricity C orporation in its operations 

and undertook a sim ilar project in Tanzania. In Sudan the largest project was a 

technical schools survey. In Zam bia it w as a co-operation project betw een Irish C em ent 

Ltd and the C hilanga Cem ent Com pany, and in the sam e country the IPA operated a 

training program m e for hospital adm inistration. In addition to the priority countries 

(including India, on which expenditure w as negligible), there w ere projects in Burundi, 

Colombia, Peru, and Swaziland, as well as training courses, grants in educational and 

other institutions, and a significant level o f  co-financing (through A PSO ) o f  projects

Dennis Kennedy, ‘Irish aid abroad to be co-ordinated’, The Irish Times, 9 Sept. 1975. 
O’Brien, Ireland and the Third World, p. 60.
Ibid., pp. 79-81.
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run by Concern, Trocaire, Gorta, Caritas, Christian Aid, and a num ber o f  m issionary 

orders.

E v a l u a t in g  I r is h  O f f ic ia l  D e v e l o p m e n t  A s s is t a n c e

The impetus for the increases in spending on OD A  and the introduction o f  the first 

structured program m e in that area owed m uch to the enthusiasm  o f  FitzG erald and his 

coalition colleagues, but w as also influenced by outside pressures. Accession to the EC 

not only necessitated an im m ediate increase in the Irish governm ent’s m uhilateral 

spending, but marked it out as the only state o f  the N ine w ithout a bilateral aid 

program m e. By 1976, nearly 39%  o f  ODA was directed through the EC.*^ M em bership 

influenced the increased contributions to the United N ations, the IDA, W FP, and the 

Food Aid Convention, and helped to drive the expansion o f  Ireland’s ODA . In 1974, 

the EC Council o f  M inisters adopted a resolution stating that m em ber states would 

m ake efforts to attain as soon as possible the 0.7%  target set by the UN. A lthough 

Ireland, along with Luxem bourg and Italy, was given more tim e to reach this goal 

because o f  its econom ic situation, this decision provided an exam ple o f  a definite 

program m e which Ireland was morally if  not legally obliged to follow . EC 

m em bership also gave increasing impetus to Irish N GOs, who now had readily 

applicable and com parable statistics o f  aid contributions.

C om m unity m em bership had another significant consequence. It offered the 

Irish governm ent the opportunity to assum e a leading role on issues o f  w hich it had 

previously had little or no know ledge and to pursue its political attitudes w ithin the EC 

policy-m aking fram ework. F itzG erald told the Dail in N ovem ber 1974 that ‘we have 

consistently pressed for more liberal provisions in respect o f  developm ent aid, even 

though this m ust increase our contributions to the C o m m u n i t y A t  a m eeting o f  EC 

Developm ent M inisters in B russels two m onths later, Frank C luskey, Parliam entary 

Secretary to the M inister for Health, was ‘one o f  only a handful o f  representatives who
QO

held out for the total am ount’ in deciding EC aid to developing states. The same year, 

the state’s first Presidency o f  the C om m unity presented a very significant challenge to 

the D FA ’s capacity to adapt to the new environm ent. In response to the expansion o f

Sutton, Irish government aid, p. 55.
D dil Eireann deb.. Vol. 275, Col. 931 (5 N ovem ber 1974).

** W alter Ellis, ‘EEC keeps up aid level to Third W orld countries’. The Irish Times, 23 Jan. 1975.
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the EC in 1973, particularly with the entry o f  Britain, it had becom e necessary to re

negotiate the term s o f  the 1969 Y aounde Convention on EC trade with the A ssociated 

States in Africa. Expanded to include the more w ide-ranging A CP group, negotiations 

were form ally inaugurated betw een the tw o groups in Brussels on 25 and 26 July 1973, 

and continued throughout the follow ing year and a h a lf  It had been expected that the 

negotiations w ould be finalised in the course o f  the French Presidency o f  the EC in 

1974, but when the parties failed to reach an agreed settlem ent, it fell to the Irish to 

com plete the process.

It was a challenge for which, by its own adm ission, the Irish governm ent found 

itself under-prepared. F itzG erald rem arked that the issue ‘d idn’t loom large because 

until I had to get involved our role w as limited. And I w as quite taken aback to find 

m yself in charge o f  the negotiations.’*̂  Once involved, he framed Ireland’s role in 

fam iliar term s, looking to w hat it, as a form er colony, could offer in bridging the 

division between the C om m unity and the developing world. F itzG erald’s EC partners 

knew him well enough to trust his negotiating skills and his Francophile tendencies 

endeared him to m any o f  the ACP states. He developed an excellent rapport w ith the 

African delegates, pressing them  to push in certain areas in order to gain advantage in 

others. He used a special address to the Ivory C oast’s Parliam entary A ssem bly to 

em phasize Ireland’s unique perspective during the second round o f  negotiations in late- 

January 1975; FitzG erald felt ‘able to speak in term s that nobody else in Europe w ould 

have done. Certainly not the British or F rench ... I could com m unicate with them  by 

talking in the same language about colonialism  as they held. That was certainly 

h e l p f u l . I t  was a role that Ireland played well, and one which was com m ended 

several years later by a G hanaian envoy who described Ireland as the ‘EC ’s moral 

conscience’.^'

A greem ent was reached on 1 February 1975 and the convention signed at Lom e 

in Togo five w eeks later. The response in Ireland was overw helm ingly positive. In the 

N ovem ber Dail m otion to ratify the convention M ichael O ’K ennedy, F ianna F ail’s 

spokesperson for Foreign A ffairs, described it as ‘another positive consequence o f  our

Interview with FitzGerald (6 July 2005).
Ibid.
Quoted in Holmes, Rees and P oor relation, p. 131.
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EEC m em bership that we can be a party both in our own right as a nation and 

fortuitously as President o f  the C om m unity, to such a convention’. T h e r e  was a large 

am ount o f  national pride for Ireland’s role and no little support for the central aim s o f  

the Convention, which was described by Labour TD Liam Kavanagh as ‘a great step 

forward in international relations’. L o m e  highlighted the im portance o f  developm ent 

assistance to the international com m unity, and the am ount that Ireland could achieve 

through ODA rather than narrow  political support. As FitzG erald recalled, Ireland 

‘could do som ething’ through its assistance, and w hat it achieved was not 

insignificant.'^'^ British officials agreed; although the negotiations ‘owed com paratively 

little to the Irish ... solutions w ould have been harder to find w ithout the benefit o f  an 

intelligent, hardw orking and w ell-intentioned chairm anship’.̂  ̂ They were particularly 

im pressed by FitzG erald’s com m itm ent to the w ider aim s o f  the agreem ent, ‘even 

when, as in the case o f  B otsw ana beef, this m eant overriding a dom estic vested 

interest’.

The definition o f  Ireland’s identity put forward by Lem ass in an address to the

National Press Club in W ashington in O ctober 1963 resonated in its approach to the

negotiations twelve years later. Lem ass had told the assem bled on that occasion that

Ireland’s history made it

particularly conscious o f  the needs o f  countries following our path to 
freedom. We can thus understand and sym pathise with the problem s o f
the em erging nations o f  A frica and Asia. At the same tim e we are
unm istakably European. We are thus in the position o f  having 
excellent relations with both the new ly-independent nations and their 
former m asters and can be o f  service in circum stances w here the 
intervention o f  one o f  the G reat Powers m ight be regarded with 
suspicion.^’

In 1975 the Irish governm ent and public appeared m ore prepared to  com e to term s with 

the state’s position am ong the econom ically developed states o f  the world and the 

responsibilities that cam e with it. History still had a part to play in defining Irish

D d ilE irea m i deb .. V ol. 285 , C ol. 811 (4 N ov . 1975).
D d il E ireann deb .. V ol. 285 , C ol. 832 (4 N ov . 1975).
Interview with FitzGerald (6  July 2005).
‘M emorandum on the Irish Presidency o f  the European C om m unities’, undated [July 1975?], N A U K  

FCO 87/418.
Ibid.
‘A ddress by Mr Sean Lem ass, T aoiseach, at Luncheon o f  National Press Club, W ashington, DC, 

W ednesday, l e ’” October, 1963’, N A I DT 98/6 /404 .
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attitudes, but it took place in a d ifferent context to that envisaged by Lemass. Ireland 

was not unique in fram ing its approach to ODA in term s o f  its history and political 

orientation; Dutch policy-m akers em phasised that their governm ent had ‘a special role 

to play in the w orld ’ through its ODA.^* The N ordic states described their 

responsibilities in a sim ilar fashion: Pharo rem arked that ‘because o f  their history and 

political culture, [they] w ere particularly  well suited to spearhead an altruistic effort to 

aid the under-developed world, and that accordingly they carried an obligation to do 

so’.^  ̂ The sim ilarities suggested that Ireland’s political principles and attitude to 

foreign affairs -  both, adm ittedly, shaped by its history -  m attered at least as m uch as, 

and possibly m ore than, its status as a form er colony.

M em bership o f  the w orld’s largest trading bloc and the Pearson R eport’s 

definition o f  Ireland’s industrialised status re-em phasised the distance betw een its 

present situation and that o f  the developing world. The relationship was com plicated, 

however, as the Irish governm ent and public struggled to reconcile the obligations in 

the field o f  OD A  with the state’s reliance, particularly in less developed areas in the 

west o f  the country, on regional developm ent funding from the EC. A M arch 1973 jo in t 

pastoral o f  the Irish C atholic bishops em phasised that ‘Ireland w as rich to som e extent 

because other nations were poor. Part o f  our prosperity was due to the fact that people 

in the developing countries w ere not getting a fair deal.’ '°° The econom ic dow nturn 

that followed the 1973 oil crisis, how ever, had a significant influence on official 

attitudes to OD A . Increased spending becam e more difficult to justify , and the 

Departm ent o f  F inance was adam ant that ‘[n]o m atter how strongly this country m ay 

desire to provide m uch larger sum s for official developm ent a id ’, the governm ent 

should ‘m ake reasonably adequate provision for the less fortunate sectors o f  our own 

people first’. ' '’’

In spite o f  the im m ediate increases in nominal ODA spending in F itzG erald’s 

first year in office, and the doubling o f  that figure by 1976 (see Table 8.2), the 

D epartm ent o f  F inance’s fears continued to hinder the growth o f  O DA. FitzGerald was

Arens, ‘Dutch development policy’, p. 459.
^  Pharo, ‘Norway’s foreign economic assistance’, p. 532.

‘Help poor o f  Third World’, Irish Independent, 5 March 1973.
Dept, o f  Finance memorandum for government, ‘Observations on the Memoranda for the Government 

on Aid to developing countries dated 1 November, 1973, and 13 February, 1974, submitted by the 
Minister for Foreign Affairs’, 20 Feb. 1974, N A l DT 2005/7/326.
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adam ant that Finance ‘m isinterpreted’ his plan for percentage growth o f  GNP 

contributions, ‘so that the rate o f  growth w as less than I had intended it to b e ’.'°^ The 

decision to increase ODA by 0.05%  o f  GN P per year, taking one year w ith another, was 

taken with the goal o f  reaching 0.35%  o f  G N P by the end o f  the decade. The problem 

lay in the interpretation o f  the rate o f  increase in ODA. I f  the 1974 figure o f  0.1% o f  

GN P that the governm ent took as its base figure (rounded up from 0.083%  GN P) was 

developed year on year, Ireland w ould have provided 0.15%  o f  G N P to ODA in 1975, 

0.20%  in 1976, and so on until it reached 0.35%  o f  GNP in 1979. Instead around the 

end o f  1975 the figures were reinterpreted to increase ODA by 0.05%  o f  the previous 

year’s G NP annually, although by these calculations Irish governm ent contributions 

should have reached around 0.25%  by the end o f  the decade. In reality, Irish ODA had 

reached only 0.18%  o f  GNP by 1979, ju st over h a lf its original intended target. The 

Fianna Fail governm ent that replaced the coalition in 1977 continued the same policy, 

stating that ‘in view o f  the econom ic variables involved’, it was not possible to say how 

long it would take Ireland to reach 0.7%  o f  GNP, nor was it possible ‘to give an 

indication o f  the rate o f  progression tow ards this targe t’.

The figure o f  0.104%  reached in 1976 remained the lowest in the EC, and 

throughout the decade Ireland vied with Italy for that ignom inious title. In spite o f  the 

efforts to expand voluntary and bilateral O DA, the Irish governm ent suffered in 

com parison with its EC counterparts in the large proportion o f  its contributions that 

w ere directed through the Com m unity. In 1977, Denmark, w hich jo ined  at the same 

tim e as Ireland, directed only 5.1% o f  its ODA through EC aid program m es, in 

com parison with Ireland’s figure o f  44.1%.'°"^ The situation led critics to point to a lack 

o f  initiative outside the m ultilateral sector. O utside the EC, even a state like Finland, 

w hose ODA program m e began from a relatively sim ilar level to Ireland’s, show ed far 

m ore consistent growth throughout the 1970s. In 1970 the Finnish governm ent 

contributed 0.07%  o f  GNP to ODA, but by 1980 had reached 0.23% ,'°^ and by 1983 its 

contributions stood at 0.33%  o f  G N P.'°^ To those, including officials o f  the Departm ent

Interview with FitzGerald (6 July 2005).
Michael O 'K m n td y , D M  Eireann deb.. Vol. 305, Cols. 740-1 (13 April 1978). 
Sutton, Irish government aid, p. 55.
World Bank, World Developm ent Report 1982, p. 140.
Sutton, ‘Irish ODA and the UN target’, p. 14.
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o f  Finance, who argued that spending on O D A  diverted im portant funding aw ay from 

regional developm ent, and that com parisons betw een Ireland and w ealthy states like 

Sweden, Denm ark and N orw ay w ere unfair, others countered that econom ic 

perform ance had little to do with ODA; the N etherlands, the state w ith the fifth highest 

GN P per capita in the EC, was the first to reach the 0.7%  target.

Critics pointed to failures on the part o f  the governm ent to live up to its 

com m itm ents, such as the proposed W hite Paper on developm ent suggested by 

FitzG erald in 1974, w hich failed to m aterialise in the course o f  the decade. FitzG erald 

had begun the paper, w ith the help o f  his colleague John Kelly, but had not been able to 

com plete it by the tim e he left office in 1977. In announcing the state’s expanded ODA 

program m e to the Council o f  M inisters’ m eeting in Luxem bourg in April 1974, 

FitzGerald had also prom ised that Ireland ‘w ould be seeking m em bersh ip’ o f  DAC,'*^* a 

m ove that led sections o f  the Irish public to hope that the body w ould exert an influence 

on the Irish governm ent and lead to an increase in its contributions com m ensurate with 

that exerted on the C anadian and other governm ents in previous y e a r s , b u t  the 

country did not jo in  DAC until 1986. It left the potential offered in 1974 largely 

unfulfilled as govt policies repeatedly fell short o f  public expectations and its own 

com m itm ents, a situation that continued until recent years.

C o n c l u s io n

The volum e o f  public criticism  o f  the sta te’s ODA perform ance ow ed a great deal to the 

growth o f  the N G O  sector and its stim ulation o f  public interest in developm ent 

assistance. In 1969-70 voluntary contributions, buoyed by the B iafran hum anitarian 

crisis, had stood at £547,000, but by 1975 that figure had increased to £1 ,964 ,000 ."° 

Successive governm ents found them selves falling short o f  the notional targets set for 

them  by the Irish public and the N GOs. As O D A  growth slowed after 1975, criticism  o f  

the governm ent’s policies increased accordingly. The very introduction o f  targets for 

annual increases in ODA m ade the Irish governm ent’s policies easily quantifiable in a 

m anner they had not been prior to 1973. The corollary was that increased public interest

Sutton, Irish governm ent aid, p. 18.
Telegram, British Permanent Representative, Brussels, to FCO, 1 May 1974, N AU K  FCO 30/2279.
Morrison, and ebb tide, pp. 45-7.
Quinn with Carroll, The m issionary factor, p. 14.
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in development assistance legitimised the Irish government’s increased spending in the 

sector. In the early 1970s, the increases in multilateral spending and review o f ODA 

structures initiated by Hillery were driven by public reaction to the Biafran crisis and 

increased activity in the voluntary sector. Aided by the substantial ODA spending 

necessitated by EC membership, the coalition government brought these increases to a 

higher level again, one that ‘took Ireland’ s official development co-operation efforts 

out o f the realm o f wishful thinking’ . " '

The coalition’s programme was certainly the first attempt to create a 

comprehensive Irish ODA policy. For its first two years it was relatively successful. It 

introduced to a state with little experience in the field o f ODA, and almost none in 

bilateral aid, a set o f structures and a massive increase in spending that provided a 

platform for future governments. Its consequences can be seen to the present day in the 

structure o f the bilateral programme and its continued operation in Lesotho, Tanzania, 

and Zambia, though Sudan was dropped as a priority state in the late 1990s. 

Involvement in decision-making at the EC level, through Lome and everyday policy

making on the Community’s aid programmes, offered the Irish government an 

opportunity to shape international debate on development assistance out o f proportion 

to its spending on ODA. The same could be said o f its contribution to UNCTAD in 

Nairobi in 1976, when the Irish delegation was ‘one o f a group o f sixteen industrialised

states which worked for a compromise position on the commodities fund proposed by
1 1 0the Third World governments’ . The coalition’s positive attitude was central in 

advancing Irish ODA policy. Many o f the initiatives it implemented had been discussed 

under previous governments, but it was only during FitzGerald’s term as Minister for 

Foreign Affairs that the ideas were given proper structure.

By the end o f the 1970s, ODA had become central to the Irish government’ s 

attitude to the developing world. Prior to 1968, the relationship was primarily based on 

political considerations, particularly Ireland’s support for the right to self-determination 

and its support for the decolonisation process at the United Nations; Biafra brought a 

new set o f issues, a new level o f debate, and, with the Pearson Report’s definition o f 

Ireland’ s industrialised status, a new set o f responsibilities in the field o f ODA.

' '' Sutton, Irish government a id ,p .2 \.
Keatinge, Place among the nations, p. 186.
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Accession to the EC further revised the state’s relationship with the developing world. 

FitzGerald’s role in bridging the gap between the EC and the ACP states during the 

Lome negotiations was done as representative o f the Community rather than as an 

intermediary between the two worlds. The same sense o f  Christian responsibility, 

shared history, and anti-colonialism informed the Irish government’s policies, but to 

them was added the opportunity to shape Community policy and to define a role for 

Ireland as anti-colonial from within its structures, attaching itself to the policies o f  the 

more progressive states, Denmark and the Netherlands.

The conflict remained between Ireland’s economic status and its obligations in 

the field o f ODA. In the difficult economic climate o f the mid-1980s, a Fine 

Gael/Labour government programme for economic development, revealingly titled 

Building on Reality, promised that in spite o f ‘the present climate o f exceptional 

budgetary restraint, the Government will, during the period o f the plan, maintain the 

rate o f  increase in ODA already achieved’."^  In 1986 ODA had reached 0.25% o f 

GNP, but in the period o f  strict cutbacks that followed in all sectors o f government 

spending, in 1988 the figure fell to 0.18% ."^ This pattern continued to the mid-1990s, 

when the rapid growth o f  the Irish economy was followed by increases in ODA 

spending. Early in the twenty-first century, Irish ODA finally passed the 0.35% o f GNP 

mark, and in 2006 the government promised that it was ‘firmly on course’ to reach the 

0.7% target o f by 2012."^ The pattern o f increased spending in the last decade 

highlights the complexity o f Irish attitudes to the developing world as expressed 

through ODA. As the economy improved, the sense o f  historical identification may 

have been diluted to some extent, but the commitment to assisting the developing world 

remains, though the July 2008 government decision to cut ODA by €45 million gives 

food for thought."^

Quoted in Sutton, ‘Irish ODA and the UN target’, p. 8.
O ’N eill, ‘Ireland’s official aid programme’, p. 73.
Ireland. Department o f  Foreign Affairs, Irish A id  annual report 2006  (Dublin, 2007), p. 4. 
‘Goal ch ief condemns €45m cutback’. The Irish Times, 9 July 2008.
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Conclusion

In April 1956 the British A m bassador to Ireland A lexander C lutterbuck described his 

im pressions o f  Ireland’s attitude to the United N ations to date: ‘O pinion here, even on 

m atters o f  m ore im m ediate consequence to the daily life o f  the people, is extrem ely 

slow to develop ... One feels that they are still som ewhat bew ildered, and not yet really 

awake to the fact that they will now have to take positions and vote upon the w ider 

questions o f  the day’.' He identified three factors that he felt w ould govern the Irish 

approach to the General A ssem bly; ‘m an-pow er and m oney’, ‘relig ion’, and ‘their 

feelings tow ards u s’.  ̂ C lu tterbuck’s narrow  term s o f  reference m ay have described the 

Irish governm ent’s im m ediate concerns, but the reality o f  its contribution over the 

following tw enty years was som ew hat different. W hat another British official described 

in the late 1950s as the Irish com pulsion ‘to advance from their happy state o f  “ foreign 

policylessness” to a position w here they would have som ething positive to contribute to 

the United N ations debates’  ̂ resulted in a state more com fortable in its w orld role. 

After the loss o f  confidence it suffered with the growth in Afro-Asian influence, Ireland 

approached its foreign policy with renewed energy after the change o f  governm ent in 

1973 and accession to the EC in the same year. M em bership o f  the C om m unity offered 

Ireland the opportunity to re-state its diplom atic independence. One o f  C lu tterbuck’s 

successors as A m bassador, A rthur G alsw orthy, declared him self im pressed by the 

m anner in w hich Ireland handled its first Presidency o f  the C om m unity in 1975. He 

wrote in July o f  that year that it w as ‘a m atter o f  justifiable pride and some m om ent to 

this small country, involving its em ergence, perhaps for the first tim e, on the European 

stage ... They set their m inds to do this jo b  properly and succeeded, laying the ghosts 

o f  Irish fecklessness and inefficiency in the process.’  ̂ D erogatory though C lutterbuck 

and, to a lesser extent, G alsw orthy’s com m ents m ay have been, they offered a view 

from without that roughly accorded with the state o f  Irish foreign policy at opposite 

ends o f  this study. Ireland was transform ed from a polity on the periphery o f  Europe to

' Clutterbuck to H om e, 13 April 1956, N A U K  DO 35 /10625 .
‘ Ibid.
 ̂ Anderson to Preston, 23 April 1959, N A U K  DO 35/10772 . 
Galsworthy to Callaghan, 10 July 1975, N A U K  FCO 87/418
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a m em ber o f  the m ost im portant regional grouping in the world and its political and 

econom ic standing w ere enhanced accordingly.

A s s e s s i n g  I r e l a n d ’s  R o l e

This study began by asking how Ireland arrived at this position in 1975. J.B. Donnelly 

o f  the British Em bassy in Dublin w as w rong to assert in N ovem ber 1973 that Irish 

foreign policy prior to EC m em bership (and apart from w hat he called ‘transitory 

involvem ent’ in peace-keeping) had been ‘m arked by w ithdraw al and passiv ity’.̂  

N either w as it accurate to claim , as C onor Cruise O ’Brien had done four years earlier, 

that the Irish governm ent had shifted considerably closer to the policies o f  the W estern 

powers and voted ‘safely in the United States colum n’ at the United Nations.^ The 

situation was, as always, considerably more com plicated. The principles that shaped 

Irish foreign policy in 1975 were in essence the sam e as those articulated eighteen if  not 

tw enty or m ore years before. Governed by their recognition o f  the limits to the 

influence o f  small states, Irish officials em phasised the im portance o f  pursuing an 

independent role, one which achieved the maxim um  benefit w ithin the boundaries 

prescribed by those lim itations. They balanced Irish support for the principle o f  self- 

determ ination with a considered attitude tow ards the colonial pow ers and a b elief in 

fully preparing subject peoples for the eventuality o f  self-rule. As the period 

progressed, the Irish governm ent’s experience o f  the Congo crisis and B iafra’s 

attem pted secession reiterated its long-held conviction that the key to international 

stability -  and by inference its own security -  lay in the rejection o f  outside interference 

and the prom otion o f  co-operation through the medium  o f  international law.

A s a m em ber o f  the EC the Irish governm ent pursued a sim ilar set o f  interests, 

aw are o f  its lim itations but also o f  its potential to influence C om m unity policy in its 

favour. Positioning itse lf alongside states like Denm ark and the N etherlands, who were 

viewed as the m ost progressive on developing-w orld issues, the Irish governm ent’s 

approach reiterated its diplom atic independence through the pursuit o f  a particular set 

o f  values. W hen FitzG erald w rote later that in the Lom e negotiations he m ade the m ost

 ̂Donnelly to White, 7 Nov. 1973, N AU K  FCO 87/181.
 ̂Conor Cruise O’Brien, ‘Ireland in international affairs’, in Owen Dudley Edwards (ed.), Conor Cniise 

O ’Brien introduces Ireland  (London, 1969), p. 132.
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o f ‘the parallel colonial experiences o f  Ireland and the African countries’/  he revisited 

an attitude long visible in the state’s approach to international affairs. Ireland’s history 

was held to make it naturally sym pathetic to the states o f  the developing w orld. It was, 

A iken asserted in I960, ‘the only W estern European country w hich has had experience
Q

. . .  o f  a long historic epoch o f  foreign rule and o f  resistance to  that ru le ’, and its 

developm ent and consolidation o f  a dem ocratic state were held as a m odel for the 

developing w orld to follow.

There were obvious difficulties w ith this construction, not least in reconciling 

Ireland’s anti-colonialism  with its natural sym pathies tow ards the W est. One British 

official rem arked in June 1962 that Irish delegates to the Fourth C om m ittee at the 

United Nations ‘have had especial delight in claim ing the role o f  the oldest victim o f  

British im perialism  while giving us a helping hand over som e difficult resolution[s]’.  ̂

It has proven equally problem atic to evaluate the extent to which the A fro-A sian states 

distinguished the Irish governm ent from its W estern counterparts by virtue o f  its 

history. Apart from a few isolated references to A iken’s past and attem pts to win favour 

with Irish officials by referring to the state’s struggle for independence, the evidence 

suggests that there was little to distinguish it from, for exam ple, the N ordic states and 

the Netherlands. The latter group o f  states often adopted an approach that was more in 

tune with the needs o f  the developing w orld. T heir policies w ere constructed in a 

m anner that accorded to them  the kind o f  ‘specia l’ position coveted by Irish policy

makers, to the extent that it becam e difficult to  distinguish the im portance o f  Ireland’s 

history o f  colonisation in influencing policy from a set o f  shared political values held 

by each o f  the states.

W hile one m ust therefore be w ary o f  exaggerating the extent o f  Ireland’s 

‘special’ relationship with the developing w orld, it is im portant not to  dism iss the 

obvious im portance o f  the country’s history in several respects, m ost significantly in 

shaping attitudes w ithin Ireland. The legacy o f  Irish folk m em ories o f  the Famine, for 

example, may have been im portant in shaping the response to the Biafran crisis, and 

N krum ah’s visit to Dublin in 1960 and those o f  other A frican leaders were framed in

’ FitzGerald, AU in a life, p. 151.
* Frank Aiken, U N G A  plenary m eeting, 6 Oct. 1960, U N O R G A , A /P V .890.
’ ‘Confidential. Irish Republic at the United Nations: B rief for visit o f  P.U .S. [Private Under-secretary] to 
Dublin, June, 1962’, N A U K  DO 181/9.
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direct reference to  Ireland’s own struggle for independence. Ireland’s m issionary 

heritage featured prom inently and brought sub-Saharan A frica to its pre-em inent role in 

the country’s relationship with the developing world. Indirectly it fostered a sense o f  

responsibility and the be lie f in a special connection between the Irish people and their 

less-w ell-off counterparts. In a m ore direct sense -  in the case o f  Biafra and m issionary 

involvem ent in developm ent assistance -  m issionaries helped to bring issues o f  

developm ent and ju stice  to the attention o f  the Irish public, and to make them  m atters 

o f  w idespread public concern.

The growth o f  N G O s like Gorta, Concern, Trocaire, and m ore recently G oal, 

capitalised on this relationship. The em phasis on developm ent assistance at official and 

public levels brought a further recognition o f  the changing status o f  the Irish state. 

O bligations (and self-perceptions) adjusted accordingly. This sense o f  responsibility 

and self-aw areness continued to be visible in the decades that followed: in the response 

to the 1984 fam ine in Ethiopia, Live Aid, the Drop the Debt Cam paign, and in Irish 

support for the M illennium  D evelopm ent Goals. The same could be said in a d ifferent 

sense o f  the activities o f  the lAAM , which built on sim ilar attitudes am ong the Irish 

public (and on the governm ent’s stance against apartheid). It contributed directly to a 

re-defm ition o f  the coun try ’s relationship with South Africa, em phasising the 

im portance o f  a shared historical experience, not in term s o f  the B oers’ fight against 

British im perialism  but the indigenous African population’s struggle against the 

oppression o f  apartheid.

I f  the principles that inform ed Ireland’s international role in the late 1950s 

rem ained largely intact tw o decades later, how then does one account for the apparent 

changes to its diplom atic influence? D orr m aintains that ‘critics o f  that later period do 

not allow  sufficiently for the fact that the [United Nations] General A ssem bly was 

changing rapidly at about this tim e’, a factor that dim inished the necessity for the Afro- 

Asian group to rely on m oderate states like Ireland for support.'^  There is a lot to  be 

said for this assertion. In the late 1950s the relatively straightforw ard nature o f  the 

decolonisation process allow ed the Irish governm ent to actively pursue its principles in 

a m anner that accorded it respect on the international stage with the m inim um  o f  im pact 

on the W estern powers. A s the A fro-A sian group grew in confidence and the agenda o f

Dorr, ‘Ireland at the U nited N ations’ (2002), p. 116.
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the United N ations becam e m ore com plicated -  notably the decolonisation process in 

Ruanda-U rundi, the disaster o f  the Congo, the calls from the A fro-A sian group to use 

force in Rhodesia, and the difficulty in prising N am ibia from South A frican control -  

the role o f  m oderate states like Ireland dim inished. It becam e m ore difficult to 

straightforw ardly (and openly) reconcile Irish governm ent support for the principles o f  

self-determ ination and international justice with its pragm atic recognition o f  its own 

status and desire to protect the institutions o f  the United N ations. In spite o f  its 

tendency to vote for increasingly radical resolutions at the General A ssem bly -  

particularly on the question o f  apartheid -  the Irish delegation’s influence was 

considerably curtailed, to the extent that by 1970 its officials had all but abandoned 

hope o f  resum ing a leading role on anything but issues o f  peripheral im portance."

But if  Dorr is correct in asserting that critics and historians have not accurately 

accounted for the im pact o f  the changes to the international system, it is not enough, as 

Crem in did in 1970, to ascribe Ireland’s dim inished status sim ply to the fact that ‘the 

voting m ajority w hich the A fro-A sians can com m and ... enables them  to secure 

approval for a particular text . ..  to such an extent that they are indifferent to m ore 

m oderate counsels’.'^ The changing m ake-up o f  the United N ations and the 

international system in a broader sense did have a significant effect, but the Irish 

governm ent did too little to pursue policies that w ould allow it to surm ount those 

obstacles. The contrast with its European counterparts is instructive. Though they 

shared m any o f  the principles held by the Irish governm ent, particularly its com m itm ent 

to international stability and pursuit o f  peaceftil solutions to international conflict, the 

N ordic states shifted their em phasis to other areas in w hich they could m atch their 

rhetorical support o f  the developing world with practical action. In the absence o f  any 

political progress in southern A frica, for example, they re-directed their efforts to the 

field o f  hum anitarian assistance, providing support to those most in need through the 

United N ations funds (U N ETPSA  and UNTFSA) and directly through the liberation 

m ovem ents. The Irish governm ent, by contrast, had to be pushed into contributing to 

UNETPSA  and U NTFSA and rejected outright the suggestion that it provide direct 

assistance. The sam e was true o f  its reaction to the hum anitarian crisis in Biafra

"  Cremin to Ronan, 10 Sept. 1970, NAI DFA 417/220.
'" ib id .

276



(how ever justifiab le  its approach to the politics o f  the conflict), when it continued to 

direct official hum anitarian assistance through the ICRC even after that organisation 

ran into considerable difficulty. In that instance the N ordic states, w hile retaining a 

broadly sim ilar political attitude to the Irish governm ent, directed their aid through the 

unofficial airlifts from Sao Tom e (via N ordchurchaid) and took an altogether more pro

active approach to  alleviating the situation.

The N ordic states’ experience and the sim ilarity o f  m any o f  the problem s they 

faced (see, for exam ple, the issue o f  trade with South A frica discussed in chapter seven) 

highlight an inherent conservatism  in the Irish approach. Previous assessm ents o f  this 

period have adm ittedly been skew ed by the tendency to exaggerate the levels o f  

Ireland’s influence at the United N ations during the late 1950s and early 1960s, to the 

extent that they dwarfed the achievem ents that followed. Even in that earlier period. 

Dorr noted, policies ‘had to be tem pered with prudence and realism ’.'^ Like its 

progressive Swedish counterpart, the Irish governm ent understood the necessity o f  

cultivating its relationship with the W estern powers, and the pursuit o f  international 

stability through the United N ations w as a central concern o f  both. But an exam ination 

o f  their respective attitudes to sub-Saharan A frica show s that Sw eden sim ply adapted 

better in the changing environm ent o f  the 1960s. N ot until the rise in public debate 

during the Biafran crisis and the Springbok tour -  and arguably not until the change o f  

governm ent in 1973 -  did Irish foreign policy-m akers begin to fully re-assess their 

position.

T h e  I n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  F e w  a n d  t h e  M a n y

The country ’s small size and limited resources lent considerable im portance to the roles 

played by individual officials in shaping Irish foreign policy. D uring the late 1950s and 

early 1960s the m ore pro-W estern leanings o f  Boland, Kennedy, Ronan and C rem in 

were balanced by the m ore deeply-rooted anti-colonialism  o f  A iken and O ’Brien. 

B oland’s influence was crucial. Described by O ’Brien as ‘a m an who could m ake his 

own the w ords o f  the aged Duke o f  N ew castle’s rebuke to the young G ladstone: “ I 

confess, young man, 1 have a great notion o f  the horrors o f  enthusiasm ’” ,''* B oland’s

Dorr, ‘Ireland at the United Nations’ (2002), p. 115.
''' O ’Brien, Katanga, p. 35.
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was the m ost pragm atic voice in the Irish United Nations delegation, He was held in 

high regard in N ew  York for his diplom atic skills, as his tenure as President o f  the 

General A ssem bly in 1960 illustrated. The interaction between Boland and his 

colleagues created a dynam ic crucial in shaping Irish policy. As the 1960s progressed, 

this group was jo ined  by a num ber o f  equally capable younger officials. O Tuathail and 

Keating becam e central in shaping Ireland’s approach to the Biafran crisis, M cCann 

was a steadying voice as secretary o f  the departm ent, and Tadhg O ’S ullivan’s 

frequently frank appraisals were an invaluable source o f  com m entary. Their input was 

crucial, as FitzG erald recognised on becom ing M inister in 1973. The Heads o f  M ission 

conference organised in Iveagh H ouse in April o f  that year em phasised the role played 

by DFA officials and gave them  the opportunity to bring their opinions to bear in 

shaping the foreign policy o f  the new governm ent.

Im portant as these officials were in constructing policy, the overall nature o f  the 

Irish governm ent’s approach was largely determ ined by the character o f  successive 

M inisters for External/Foreign A ffairs. Cosgrave was in office for too little o f  this 

period to have any significant effect, though his ‘three principles’ in 1956 set the tone 

for Irish policy at the United N ations,'^  and he contributed to the creation o f  a foreign 

policy based heavily on the state’s ‘own national h istory’.'^

C osgrave’s successor A iken was considerably m ore influential. In the late 1950s 

and early 1960s Aiken assum ed a prom inent role in the pursuit o f  an independent Irish 

foreign policy. His strongly hands-on approach to decision-m aking and extensive 

political experience gave him considerable influence, and as a result the evolution o f  

the Irish governm ent’s policies largely m irrored his evolving attitude to foreign affairs. 

A iken’s strident support for the principle o f  self-determ ination, allied to his strong 

b elief in the im portance o f  the U nited N ations in the pursuit o f  international stability, 

determ ined the independent character o f  the state’s approach in the late 1950s and early 

1960s. For that he w as w idely respected at the United N ations (see chapter one). In the 

period that followed, his hopes for the role o f  small states and for the United N ations 

itself w ere sorely dented by the C ongo crisis, and the grow ing radicalism  o f  the A fro-

D ailE ireann deb.. Vol. 159, Cols. 142-4 (3 July 1956).
Quoted in ‘Ireland in the United N ations’, Eire-Ireland: the Weekly Bulletin o f  the Departm ent o f  

External Affairs, N o. 342, 29 Oct. 1956.
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A sian group (how ever m uch he m ay have sym pathised with their essential goals) 

becam e difficult to reconcile with his fealty to the United N ations Charter. As the 1960s 

progressed A iken’s slow response to  circum stances at home and abroad, not least the 

grow ing im portance o f  the EC, was echoed in his departm ent’s difficulty in com ing to 

term s with the changing environm ent. He found the changes in Irish society equally 

problem atic and preferred to view foreign policy as above politics and public debate. 

His reaction to the m edia intrusion on the Biafran issue -  including his far from 

convincing explanation for the governm ent’s position on the recall o f  the RTE crew 

travelling to the secessionist region (see chapter five) -  and his reluctance to 

accom m odate groups like the lA A M , Concern and Gorta, epitom ised the end o f  the old 

regim e in Irish politics and the shift tow ards a new generation o f  decision-m akers.

A iken’s successor Hillery has to be num bered am ong that new generation. His 

ease with the m edia and em phasis on Europe ushered in a new stage in the evolution o f  

Irish foreign policy. His attem pts to contribute to the resolution o f  the hum anitarian 

crisis in B iafra translated public desires into practical action and he w as praised 

accordingly for his openness. A lthough m uch o f  his effort was directed tow ards the EC 

and N orthern Ireland, his w illingness to em brace the question o f  ODA and to  oversee 

increases in that sector w as im portant in bringing Irish foreign policy in line with 

broader international developm ents. The appointm ent o f  FitzGerald heralded further 

change. Prom pted by the dem ands o f  EC m em bership, FitzGerald in 1973 contributed 

to the expansion and re-invigoration o f  foreign policy and left an im portant legacy in 

the field o f  ODA which has lasted to this day. His background -  and that o f  his Cabinet 

colleagues Ryan, O ’Brien, Keating and O ’Leary -  in social activism  on issues like 

apartheid (w ith the lA AM ) and Biafra (w ith the Irish M ovem ent for Peace in N igeria- 

B iafra), and his vocal criticism s o f  the Irish governm ent’s ODA policies, m arked him 

out im m ediately from his predecessors, particularly in his m ore inclusive approach -  

m eeting with the lAAM  and em bracing partnership with NGOs through A PSO ; British 

officials com m ented on the ‘undoubted influence Dr FitzGerald has had on galvanising 

the M inistry o f  Foreign A ffairs . ..  his personal agency, enthusiasm s and intellectual 

attributes have been responsible for the Irish progress in this area’.'^

Donnelly to White, 7 Nov. 1973, NAUK FCO 87/181.
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FitzG erald’s consultations with the lAAM and Irish NGOs gave an indication o f  

the change in Irish public attitudes to foreign policy between the tendency ‘to let the
I Q

world go by except for an occasional glance’ described by Clutterbuck in 1956 and 

the increased levels o f activity visible in the mid-1970s. It returned to the question 

asked at the outset o f  this study: why and how the public became more involved in 

foreign policy and to what extent they effected policy change. International trends were 

again important. The growth o f  global media exerted a considerable influence, 

particularly the impact o f  television in highlighting the extent o f  the humanitarian crisis 

in Biafra. N or was Ireland isolated from broader patterns o f  social change. The growth 

o f  social protest in the Western world, the civil rights campaign in the United States 

and student and w orkers’ protests across Europe in 1968 had a visible influence in 

Northern Ireland and in the strength and direction o f  the lA A M ’s protests against the 

Springbok tour in 1970. Change also came from within the institutions that dominated 

Irish society. The decision by the Catholic Church to embrace issues o f  development 

and social justice in the latter part o f  the 1960s, for example, had a significant import 

on the Irish public’s attitudes to the developing world.

The direct consequences o f this shift in public opinion were difficult to gauge. 

There were instances, such as C TT’s decision to abandon trade promotion in South 

Africa in 1970, when public pressure caused a direct change in policy but they were 

rare and often o f  only marginal importance. Foreign policy was by no stretch o f the 

imagination an important electoral issue; Patrick Keatinge wrote in 1973 that ‘[s]pecial 

knowledge about breeding pigs may be a useful electoral aid in a pig-breeding 

constituency, but special knowledge o f  foreign affairs is not a qualification that 

recom mends itself to Irish electors’.''^ The change manifested itself instead in a more 

subtle fashion by elevating the importance o f  international events in the Irish social 

conscience. Issues o f social justice in southern Africa, equitable economic 

development, and the cause o f  self-determination became important considerations for 

Irish public representatives and governm ent officials. The extent o f  their influence was 

relative, o f  course, particularly when contrasted with the higher levels o f  ‘active 

citizenship’ in Denmark, Norway and Sweden, but served to create what Skelly

Clutterbuck to Home, 13 April 1956, NAUK DO 35/10625.
Keatinge, Formulation, pp. 214-5.
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described as ‘broad param eters that Iveagh House officials respected’, a n d  which 

were reflected in government policies as a result.

S i t u a t i n g  I r i s h  F o r e i g n  P o l i c y ,  1955-75

The complex process involved in weighing these multiple layers o f  influence and 

arriving at a coherent view o f  policy formulation has been all-too-infrequently applied 

in previous analyses o f  Irish foreign policy. This study goes some way towards 

redressing that balance. Building on a structure utilised by Keatinge and adapted to the
7  Istudy o f  Irish relations with the developing world by Holmes, Rees and W helan, it 

analyses foreign policy not as a process undertaken in isolation, but as a series o f 

interactions between individual actors or groups o f  varying degrees o f  influence and the 

policy-making process. To Keatinge’s strong analytical model it adds an additional 

historical context, drawing on a wide range o f  previously unavailable or under-utilised 

archival material from both inside and outside the official policy-m aking process. The 

result is a more complex picture than was hitherto apparent. In addition to the 

traditional narrative o f  official decision-m aking, considerable light is shed on the 

interaction between non-governmental actors and policy-makers, from the influence o f  

Irish missionaries and the Catholic Church on official thinking, to that o f  the lAAM 

and developm ent NGOs like Gorta, Concern and Trocaire, and the less tangible though 

equally important articulation o f  public attitudes to foreign affairs. The comparative 

elem ent o f  this study is particularly important in this respect. By situating Irish policies 

alongside those o f  other moderate Western states, it offers several important insights 

into the dynamics o f  foreign policy-making in a small state that can be readily applied 

in both an Irish and a broader international context, not least the political and social 

processes by which policies and definitions o f  national interest are constructed.

To those broader patterns o f  decision-m aking, this study m akes a num ber o f  

additional, though no less important, contributions to understanding Ireland’s 

relationship with the w ider world. In that respect it is significant in following Kirby, 

Holmes, Rees and W helan, Miller, and O ’Malley in examining Ireland’s relations with

Skelly, Irish diplomacy, p. 285.
Keatinge, Formulation', Keatinge, Place among the nations', and Holmes, Rees and Whelan, Poor 

relation.
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a world outside the traditional European, North Am erican and United Nations bases.^^ 

There is much that can be learned from this diversification. Irish foreign policy on sub- 

Saharan Africa, for example, illuminates a num ber o f  patterns in the state’s foreign 

policy and adds to our understanding o f  its growing internationalisation in this period, 

not least by analysing those more traditional relationships in a somewhat different 

context -  in Irish discussions with Britain over Southern Rhodesia in 1962, for 

instance, or in the debate surrounding EC recognition o f  the former Portuguese 

territories in the m id-1970s. O f equal importance is this study’s contribution in charting 

the evolution o f  new relationships between Ireland and the wider world. Building on 

work by Sutton, O ’Brien and O ’Neill, this study is the first to detail the history o f 

Irish developm ent assistance from its beginnings in the early 1960s to the creation and 

consolidation o f  the state’s first bilateral aid program me in the middle o f  the following 

decade. In so doing it offers an insight not only into the creation o f  official policy but 

adds considerably to our understanding o f  the dynamics o f  Irish developm ent NGO 

activity in the same period, examining the previously unrecorded history o f  the FFHC 

and the formative years o f  Gorta, as well as the involvement o f  the Catholic Church in 

developm ent issues, leading to its creation o f  Trocaire in 1973. In adding to Farmar’s 

study o f  Concern^"* by analysing in detail that organisation’s often strained early 

relationship with the Irish government, this study also sheds significant light on the 

interaction between developm ent NGOs and the policy-m aking process, as well as 

highlighting the influence o f  NGO activity in stim ulating discussion about developm ent 

assistance at both public and official levels.

In all o f  these exchanges the dom inant them e is one o f  Irish exposure to the 

wider world. The growth o f  Africa Concern was strongly linked to the international 

m edia’s response to the Biafran humanitarian crisis and in turn to broader international 

patterns o f  NGO growth. It is a them e too often ignored in previous analyses o f  Irish 

foreign policy and one which this study aimed to address from the outset. It does so

Kirby, Ireland and Latin America; Holmes, Rees and Whelan, Poor relation; Miller, Ireland and  
Palestine; Rory M iller (ed.), Ireland and the Middle East: trade, society and peace (Dublin, 2007); and 
O ’Malley, Ireland, India and Empire.

Sutton, Irish government aid; Sutton, ‘Irish ODA and the UN target’; O ’Brien, Ireland and the Third 
World; O ’Neill, ‘Ireland’s foreign aid in 1998’; O ’Neill, ‘Ireland’s official aid programme’; and O ’Neill, 
‘The foreign aid policy o f  Ireland’.

Farmar, Believing in action.
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primarily through comparison o f  Irish policies with other moderate Western states, 

adding depth to our understanding o f  Irish decision-m aking and the processes that 

inform it. The same can be said o f  its examination o f  Irish social change during this 

period. The comparison o f  the fortunes o f  the lAAM  with similar m ovem ents in Britain 

and the Nordic states, as well as references made to broader patterns o f  Western social 

change and their effect on Ireland (including the radicalisation o f  protest in Northern 

Ireland), create a more nuanced view o f  the evolving dynamics o f  Irish society and the 

m anner in which they were reflected in the political process, particularly the 

formulation o f  foreign policy.

The significance o f  this study however is not limited to understanding changes 

from within Irish society. O f equal importance is the contribution it makes to our 

understanding o f  Ireland’s role in a broader international context, not least the manner 

in which it builds on the work o f  Howe and Kennedy in analysing the construction o f 

an Irish diplomatic identity through explicit and repeated reference to the state’s 

colonial heritage.^^ There have already been calls to situate the field o f  Irish Studies in 

a much broader international perspective, taking the discipline beyond its traditional 

focus on the Anglophone West. That process, Michael Cronin asserts, would offer the 

opportunity to re-think perceptions o f  Ireland’s role in a global framework.^^ It points 

to an obvious extension o f this study: to analyse its main trends and conclusions in the 

context o f responses and comm entaries from within sub-Saharan Africa and the broader 

developing world. Returning to Cronin’s challenge in the immediate context, the 

importance o f  diversifying our understanding o f  Ireland’s relationship with the wider 

world through the study o f  its attitudes to sub-Saharan Africa becomes readily apparent. 

In answer to the question ‘what can Ireland, and by extension Irish Studies, offer to the 

world that is different?’, the 2006 report o f  the Irish Forum identified ‘the experience o f  

a small nation in the area o f  peace-keeping, developm ent aid, UN power politics, EU 

negotiations, e tc’ as one o f  four main areas o f  the state’s potential contribution.^^ 

Considerable scope still exists to examine Irish influence in the creation o f  EC/EU

How e, Ireland an d  empire; and Kennedy, Colonialism, religion  and nationalism.
Michael Cronin, ‘Minding ourselves: a new face for Irish Studies’, F ield  D ay R eview , N o. 4 (2008),

pp. 180-81.
Michael Cronin and Laura Izarra, ‘Irish Studies in the non-Anglophone world’, in Christina Hunt 

M ahony, Laura Izarra, Elizabeth M alcom, John P. Harrington, Ondfej Pilny and Catriona Crowe (eds.). 
The fu tu re o f  Irish Studies: report o f  the Irish Forum  (Prague, 2006), p. 26.
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policies -  an issue addressed in chapters seven and eight o f  this study -  but in each o f  

the other four areas the im portance o f  Ireland’s contribution is illum inated by 

examining its policies on sub-Saharan Africa, particularly when addressed in the 

context o f  broader international changes and the experiences o f  other com parable 

states.

In addition to accounting for the evolution o f  Ireland’s foreign policy in the 

twenty years after it jo ined  the U nited N ations, this study raises a num ber o f  im portant 

issues as yet unresolved by historians. Too little has been done, for example, to 

docum ent the histories o f  Irish N G O s and their im portant role in Irish society to the 

present day. The sam e m ight be said for the role o f  Irish m issionaries o f  all 

denom inations, particularly in the areas touched on here: their im portance in fram ing 

Ireland’s diplom atic identity, and the relationship between the state’s m issionary 

heritage and the appeal o f  N G O s and developm ent assistance more broadly. The story 

o f  the lAAM  to its dissolution in 1994 and the role played by other foreign policy 

pressure groups are also deserving o f  further attention, especially in the context o f  

recent studies o f  the British AAM  and com parable m ovem ents in the Nordic states 

which have revealed much about the interaction between public attitudes and foreign 

policy.^* O f equal im portance and visibility in this study is the role o f  the media, both 

Irish and British, from m issionary journals, scholarly periodicals and daily, w eekly and 

monthly new spapers, to the increasing influence o f  radio and television, whose m essage 

and role in shaping an Irish agenda on sub-Saharan A frica certainly deserves closer 

investigation. Scope also exists to broaden the tim e period o f  this study to ask sim ilar 

questions o f  Ireland’s relationship with the developing w orld and the construction o f  its 

diplomatic identity prior to its m em bership o f  the United N ations and as a m em ber o f  

the EC. In the same vein, additional country or regional studies along the lines 

attem pted here, extending to an exam ination o f  the policies o f  o ther W estern states or 

m em bers o f  the N on-A ligned M ovem ent, w ould help to further understand the 

relationships linking the W est and the developing world.

Fieldhouse, Anti-Aparlheid\ Eriksen (ed.), N orway and southern Africa', Morgenstieme, Denmark and  
southern Africa', Sellstrom, Sweden atid southern Africa: Vol. /; Sellstrom, Sweden and southern Africa: 
Vol. 11', and Soiri and Peltola, Finland and southern Africa.
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It is not an easy task to untangle the changes in Irish foreign policy that 

occurred between 1955 and 1975. To do so, as m ost analysts have until now, by 

explaining them  in term s o f  the EC application process imposes too sim plistic a model 

on a com plex set o f  influences from both inside and outside the state. It also ignores the 

extent o f  Ireland’s contributions to international affairs in this period. The 

decolonisation process o f  the 1950s m ay have been a high-water m ark in Ireland’s 

standing at the United N ations, but its continued com m itm ent to support the world 

organisation alongside its m oderate counterparts was im portant in m aintaining its role 

in international affairs. The United N ations gave Ireland an identity on the w orld stage 

that it had largely lost after its im pressive contribution to the League o f  N ations ended. 

The EC offered the opportunity to extend that voice in new and equally im portant ways. 

In between, the m oves to  establish diplom atic links with sub-Saharan A frica by 

opening an Irish Em bassy in N igeria in 1960 and later in establishing developm ent 

offices in the priority states, were im portant steps in widening the scope o f  Irish foreign 

policy. Though Ireland’s role at the United N ations may have dim inished and its 

attitudes have been overly cautious at tim es, Irish governm ents found new and not 

insignificant w ays in w hich to express diplom atic independence, to pursue national 

interests, and to develop the principles im portant to its citizens in international affairs.
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