John Goodwillie: A Life Well Lived Turning From Red To Green

At the recent AGM of the Irish Labour History Society, under discussion of those members who had
passed during the year, attention was drawn to John Goodwillie’s death in December 2024, a name
unintentionally omitted from the short Obituary notices on the ILHS website but now corrected.?
Goodwillie was a constant and reliable, if often inconspicuous, presence on the Irish Left throughout
his life and was described by his long-standing comrade Des Derwin as ‘extraordinarily committed,
honest, kind, genuine and erudite’.?2 He was, variously, active in the Young Socialists, Socialist Labour
Alliance, Socialist Workers’ Movement, Socialist Workers’ Tendency in the Socialist Labour Party and,
finally from 1990 the Green Party.® The ILHS offers this short obituary in recognition of Goodwillie’s
contribution to socialist politics.

The Socialist Labour Party (SLP), led by Amalgamated Transport & General Workers’ Union Secretary
Matt Merrigan and Noél Browne, TD, was founded in 1977. The key members came from the Liaison
Committee of the Labour Left which, in 1975-1976, had endeavoured to build the ‘Left Alternative’.
The SLP allowed factions within its organisation and among them was the Socialist Workers’ Tendency,
organised around Socialist Workers' Movement members who left in 1980.* In the 1981 General
Election, the SLP fielded seven candidates, with Browne elected in Dublin North Central. Party
membership continued to decline, however, and the party was dissolved in 1982.° Goodwillie
remained on the SLP Executive until the end. He contributed significantly to internal SLP discussions
and remained concerned to try to build a ‘Broad Left Alliance’. He addressed this issue in 1978 in the
party’s Socialist Worker Review under the heading ‘The SLP and the Rest of the Left’. His conclusion
summed up his then politics even if his conclusion was perhaps optimistic.

‘It is here that the SLP must present an alternative to the authoritarian nature of those parties, to
their defence of the authoritarian systems of Eastern Europe, to their confusion between the State
and the workers. Socialism is about worker democracy or it is not really socialism. There is always
a division between those who would impose socialism from above, and those who would gain it
from below. Whether through the armed takeover without mass support or the more modern
winning of the Cabinet table through elections, Sinn Féin and the Communist Party think in terms
of capturing the top of the State. The SLP must think in terms of convincing the bottom, the
working class. On that basis the rest will follow.’®

The Irish Left Archives carries a number of other examples of Goodwillie’s writings in journals like The
Worker, Socalist Worker Review, Gralton and the Green Party’s An Caorthann.”

Goodwillie was a member of the editorial board of the journal Gralton which carried his ‘Timeline of
the Irish Left” which someone described as a ‘most complicated underground map’.8 The Cedar Lounge
Revolution podcast of Goodwillie’s interesting recollections of these times features in the Irish Left
Archive.® Reflecting his concern for the radical Left, in 1986 Saothar published his ‘Lesser Marxist
movements in Ireland: a bibliography, 1934-1984’1° Goodwillie, of course, did not view his
involvement in such ‘lesser’ movements as of little importance and took his commitment to them with
admirable commitment. His contributions to discussion, whether verbally or in writing, were always
well considered, thoroughly researched and motivated by his desire to successfully drive class struggle.

In 1990, Des Derwin was among many who expressed ‘shock ... when John left Marxism and became
a Green’. He had, however, in 1988 published a pamphlet ‘renouncing Marxism for what he considered
the overriding necessity of dealing with the ecological emergency’. Titled Colours in the Rainbow:
Ecology, Socialism and Ireland, it can now be read online and was a pioneering reflection on an
emerging agenda of concern.’' Conversations with Goodwillie revealed passionate interests with
environmental matters, the natural world, ornithology, botany and the threat to marine life. On 9 June
1994, Goodwillie stood for the Green Party in the Bye-election in Dublin South Central, polling 1,752
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votes, 6.5%, behind the victorious Eric Byrne (Democratic Left) with 7,445.2% In the 6 June 1997 General
Election, Goodwillie’s election leaflet described him as being Secretary, Green Party, Dublin South
Central and active in forming policy on economics, foreign affairs, Northern Ireland and constitutional
reform. He was also Vice President, Irish CND (Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament) and involved in
the Crumlin & District Residents’ Association.® His vote of 1,063, 3.9%, probably disappointed. Byrne,
4,586, lost his seat with Pat Upton (Labour) 4,224 among the four returned. Lost among the sixteen
unsuccesful candidates was Brid Smith (SWP) with 218.%4

After Pat Upton’s untimely death in February1999, Mary Upton won the by-election on 27 October
that year with 5,637 votes. Goodwillie again polled respectably with 1,263 votes, 6.3%. Aengus O
Snodaigh (Sinn Féin) 1,686 was among those unplaced.’® Goodwillie would not again contest a
national election but in the Local Elections of 1999, he came close to being returned to Dublin City
Council in his home area of Crumlin-Kimmage. With five elected, he came in seventh with 867 first
preference votes, a solid performance that took him ahead of four other Left candidates.'” He would
from then on concentrate on contributing to policy formation, writing and pursuing other interests.
When contesting the 1994 election, Goodwillie was one of the first openly gay candidates to runin an
Irish political party. From 1989-1993, he was a member of the National Lesbian and Gay Federation
Management Committee and remained active in campaigns for gay rights and marriage equality.

Goodwillie worked in Trinity College Library and was active in the Federated Workers’ Union of
Ireland/SIPTU. He supported countless other progressive causes. He was a respected genealogist and
local historian. In February 2023, the Genealogical Society of Ireland broadcast his lecture on ‘The
Stoney Family of Tipperary and Offaly: Life and Descendants.’® An ILHS member, he contributed to
Society AGMs, seminars and lectures and attended conferences held in association with Llafur, Welsh
Society For the Study of Labour History, reporting back through Saothar.*

John Stoney Goodwillie’s death on 4 December 2024 saw the passing of a gentle comrade, a thoughtful
and sincere activist. The ILHS extends its deepest sympathy to his husband Val Quinn, family, comrades
and friends.
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John Goodwillie, The Gralton Family Tree of the Left, Gralton, August/September 1983, pp. 17-20.
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