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IAMES C0NN0LTY?
Lab our' s struggle and lab our' s b etr ay al

By Brendan Kelly and Ronan Brady
Foreword by Anne Speed and Larry O'Toole
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lN A \ lrAl( WI llCH MARKS the 75th anniversary of 1916 and the
tr,rrllr .rrrrriv(.rsirry of the hunger-strikes, the truth aboutJames
( orr rrolly rrct.tls, nrore than eveq, to see the light of day. In the years
,tiil( 1. lris rlr..rth, his message has neverbeen so necessary. Norhas it
r. r, r. I l r(.(. ll ltrrl rc SCri OUSIy miSrepfeSented.

l, ,, l, r 1. I lr,. rv, rr ,l " l.rlxrur" brings to mind politicians whose only 'principle' is
.Irr,\rr)'I,(,r\,(,r,rrr(Irrnrovcmcntwhichexcludesthemostoppressed. Itwasnotalways
,,, lr r ,rur()ll\,'.,,rrvrr tl.ry, thc word was spoken proudlyby workingpeople who were
,1,r,,rrrrrrr,.rlto,,t,rrrilrrlrforthcmsclves-inunity.Partition,andthediscrimination
r'lrr, lrrr,,rllrrr n,rti()lr,llistshavcsuffercdunderit,wouldhavebeenregardedwith
rrr.rrlr,rrr.r l,i'tlr.,r.rvlurs.rwthcmselvesas"labour".Today,DckSpringandhis
,rl 'l ', ,r r.r., | 

,r,.,,r( l(, ovt,r ir Party which upholds partition and the trade union movement
,. rr,rur', ,,r1,'nt lr llrr' [,rtt r>f a form of apartheid within our own shores.

lrrrr,ry 1,, ,,.r, l, Irrrt ilisappropriate,thatSpringpickedthisyear'sLabowconferencein
I rll.rrrr,,\'t.,,r.vr.r tlrr.l,rsl vcrbal commitmenttotheWorkers'Repubtcandthehadition
,,1 l.rrrr,.(,,rur,rll), llris{ollowinginthctraditionof thoseleaderswhobetrayed
, ,,rrr,,ll\ .r,, lrr, ..,rl, .,tr,r|1rr'ri-rrP for cxccution, T5 years ago.

IIr, lr.rrlr,r,,oI Ilrr,nrrrrk'rn lrish LabourPartybelieveConnolly'sideas-

', 1 
,r rl,lr, ,u r.,n r, .i r r,rli:,rrr rrrrtl tighting for the most oppressed - are 'things of the past'.

rlrl,l lrl,,r,rl '..rrrrrlrrr1llJlrr.rscs,vil;oroussupportfortheECanddirectcollaborationwith
tl, llrlr lrrrrrlrl,rrrllnorrl',lrirr:;litutionslikctheHillsboroughAgeementareseenasthe
, r\ l,,t\r.rl,l
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But Spring like his predecessors, has made a terrible mistake. The hadition of fames
Connolly and Big Jim Larkin is not dead within the labour movement. It has often re-

asserted itself and will do so again. Many within the Labour Party itself are deeply
houbled by his abandonment of labour's radical tradition and of the northem nationalist

people. By betraying its radicalism in the past, labour leaders only seored the eclipse of
their own organisation, while Fianna F6il gained the support of most working-dass
voters. The fuhue of thelabour movement depends upon unity in action among all those

committed to freedom, democracy and socialism.

The 1991 Labour conference in Killarney went further still from that tradition and it
stands to disappoint its supporters even more than previously. Political parties of the left
do not make gains by looking backwards towards the policies of the right. They simply
go out of business. If voters are going to choose right-wing policies, they generally prefer
to get these from parties which are openly right-wing.

Today Sinn F6in is the only party, North or South, to stand resolutely by the objectives

of James C-onnolly - the only one to stand for the unity of the Irish working class. That

also makes us the only one to see the fuhrre clearly.

That future will have to entail a struggle against the policies which have handed over
super-profits to the multinationals, at the expense of the PAYE worker. It will mean a fight
to increase, not to cut, employment in state{wned finns so as to reduce emigration. It
will also mean a fight with the instihrtions of the European Community which are

desigped to drain jobs and investment out of this counhy and to dilute what little
sovereignty we possess.

On all of these issues, the 'new-look' Labour Party of Dck Spring has deserted

working people and is pandering to the right. But the party of James Connolly and Bobby
Sands has not. The historical record has already vindicated most of Connolly's analysis. It
will go on to vindicate those, such as Sinn F6iry who stand by that analysis.

- By Anne Speed and Larry O'TooIe

"The two currents of rnolutionary thought in lreland, the socialist and the

national, arc not antagonistic but complementary." - ]ames Connolly 1895

Foreword
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The practical visionary

o l,rnrtr .rrrrl l.illic Connolly with their daughters Mona and Nora

TO REVISIONIST HISTORIANS |ames Connolly's participating
in the 1916 uprising is the ultimate proof of his abandonment of
aocialism. By joining the rebellion he violated all the principles of
Marxism on which his political outlook was based. In 1916 there
was no revolutionary situation; there was no attempt to involve the
broad mass of workers; there was no declaration in favour of
Eocialism. In place of these there was only a conspiracy of isolated
day-dreamers and a lot of woolly idealism. To become embroiled in
such an adventure Connolly must surely have ditched his Marxism
in preference for the romanticism of his nationalist confederates.

So goes the myth.
The revisionists are unable to fathom Connolly's distinctive approach. He agreed with

militant republicans that a national uprising should be attempted during the FirstWorld

War. But anyone who reads his writings and follows his activities during 1914-'i5 cannot

fail to be impressed by the independent line he pursued.

When his analysis is compared with what achrally occuned, and his activities

contrasted with those of later hade union leaders, the reality of Connolly's vision can be

clearly seen. That is the purpose of this pamphlet.

A REVOLUTIONARY SITUATION
Connotly remained firmly committed to the view that a rising could only be
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rrr'Itrrl'lt,lrrr,rr('volutioltarysitlration.Thishebelievedexisted. IntheMarxisthadition
r, r rr I rr, lr ( .r rr r.lly ,rrllrt'rt,d, thcrc are two conditions for defining a revolutionary
' rr r.r r r., l rr stly, tlrt' rulirrg class has to be at an impasse such that it must radically
' lr.ttrl'r' tl', tttclltotl of lrlitical domination; secondly, there must be a sufficient awakening
,rrrrlrr1'IIrr,1r'oIrlt'5s11.ftthattheyrefusetocontinuetoberuledasbefore.

I )rr r rt rll lltt' Pt'ritxl 1914i15, British rule in Ireland arrived at this kind of crossroads
rvrrlr .r v.rrlir'.rrxr,. ln Britain itself the social and ecnnomic underpinnings of the Tory-
I rl.r,rl rrv. l)irrtysystcm hadlongbeenerodedandtheFirstworldwaiwashastening
r r r, r yo r 

1 
r1 vl 1 1 i1 .11 cha ngcs under the worst possible conditions.

lVlr',rrrwhilc, in lrcland, expectations of Home Rule had been raised to fever pitch.
I l( )r\'('v('r', Ilritain was walking a tightrope. The autonomy on offer was drastically
r,',lrr,r',1 'lir.rrldinsulttoinjury,partitionwasinhoducedandthenthewholesorrymess

rr', r', r l.lt'r rtrl indcfinitely for fear of alicnating the loyalists and provoking a Tory
1,,r, L l,r',1r, which would upset the precarious balance in Britain itielf. The national
( I r, ",lr()n lr,rrl lrccomc cxplosive and Britain had no strategy to defuse it, except hope for
llrr.lrr,sl

ln ( ()rrs('(lu()ncc, a huge National volunteer force steamrolled into existence. Some
l.'.{)0{)of llris ;rrrny was staunchly in favour of a radical separatist solution to Ireland,s
I'r r il,lcr rr I lrt'y bcgan kr arm, drill and hain openly.

l',rr,rllt'l rvith this the working class was becoming an independent factor in Irish
1r rlrtrr': [.r tlxr first time in history. Trade union membership doubled from 5e000 in 1910
r, 100,(xx) in I914. In 1914 also, despite an undemocratic franchise, Dublin labour and
',rrnr Ii'rn won42% of thevoteinawidenumberof seatscontestedinthecapital.And
I r or r r l 

() 
| 4 onwards thcrc was a steady growth in the number of shikes.

A: rvorkt'rs 6'rcw in self<onfidence they continued to be faced with intense hardship.
I r,r11 1111' lrrrrr .f thc cenhrry wages had steadily declined while prices rose.
I J.,'r.l,.l.yrrrr'nt was high and social misery endemic. Dublin, foi example, was one of the
rv.r ,,r :,lr r rrrs in rhc world - 20,000 families (a quarter of the total popuiation) lived in
, ,r r(' r ( x )nr rt'ncmcnts and infant mortality was higher than in Calcutta.

( )vt'r',rll lltc traditional dominance of the constitutional nationalists was under threat.
i\ ll I lr. s.rgrrs wcrc that political reality was about to catch up dramatically with the Home
l(rrk'rs l'l*'irtraditionalone-partydominancewasinimminentdangerofcollapseina
,,rlrr.rtiorr tlr.tt was highly volatile.

A STRATEGY FOR MASS MOBILISATION
lr rv,rs irr lho contcxt of this crisis that connolly proposed a shategy for mobilising the

I 
,,', ,l ,1,' o I lrcland as a prelude to armed insurrection. The first lever he suggested should

l,' ,r 1,,,1'rr I,rr r'irrnPaign against the export of food to Britain. The war, he ilrned, would
l'r,r1', r'v.rr lir('rr('r povcrty and misery to the downtrodden. A fightfor the retention of
1..,1 ',rtpplit'5.rttrl thcir cquitable diskibution could be turned inio a mass confrontation
rr'rllr llr,. Ilr rlrrlt,rrrlhoritics.

( ,rrr*rlly l,r.lrrst'd a joint labour-republican campaign around this issue to galvanise
,r \\'rr 1r",1,1r',111 sot ial trprising. "Lct us not sfuink from the consequences", he *ota in
r\ rr1'rr',r l() 1,1 " l lris rnay mcan more than a hansport shike, it may mean armed battling
rrr llrr".lrlr't',tokcr'pirrthiscounhythefoodforourpeople.Butwhateveritmaymeanit
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must not be shrunk from. It is the immediate feasible policy of working'class demooacy."

A second lever he proposed was a campaign against consoiption. He emphasised

cepecially the need to resist economic conscription and to take on the Home Rule

cmployers who were acting as recnriting sergeants for Britain. Opposition to enlistments,

he urged, should be backed up with a declaration from the Irish Volunteers and the Irish

Cltlzen Army (lCA) to defend all resisters. The outcome he envisaged would be popular

tevolt, "in short it means barricades in the streets, guenilla warfare in the counhy",

Connolly was familiar with the history of the 1905 revolution in Russia and here he is

tchoing the shategy pursued by the left wing of the Russian social-demooats.

Connolly also argued for a determined fight against the accelerating curtailment of

Clvil liberties. Under the Defence of the Realm Act the republican and labour Press was

being systematically suppressed and sores of leading activists were being arrested or

deported. Connolly insisted on the need to defy this coercion and to draw in the

Voiunteers and ICA in defence of its victims.

Today's republicans are criticised for their opposition to imperialist wars such as

George Bush's intervention into the Gulf while supporting armed struggle against Britain.

It is worth noting that this position is identical to that of Connolly in that period. He

condemned the bloodshed in the trenches but prepared to take on British imperialism at

home.
Connolly himself was immersed in building the trade union movement. He became

general secretary of the ITGWU in 1914 and, under his leadership, recruitment developed

Itdadily. At the same time he tried to popularise the ICA by deploying it as an armed

gpard to pickets during shikes'
There were two reasons why Connolly's proposal to foment mass discontent were not

As successful as he had hoped. in his own view ihe more important of these was that the

advanced nationalists were paralysed by a right-wing clique - Arthur Griffith, Eoin

MacNeill et al. This element tried to prevent a link-up between the labour and national

movements. In January 1916, just as he was about to conclude an agreement for

O 'l'he Irish Citizen Ar*y - the first armed workers defence force in 20th century
lrrrropc - on the steps of Liberty Hall

7
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insurrection with the Irish Republican Brotherhood (lRB) Connolly publidy slated the
right-wingers:

"Had we not been attacked and betrayed by many of our fervent advanced patriots,
had they not been so anxious to destroy us, so willing to applaud even the British
govemment when it attacked us, had they stood by us and pushed our organisation all
over Ireland it would now be in our power at a word to cmmple and demoralise every
offensive move of the enemy against the drampions of Irish freedom. Had we been able
to carry out our plans, as such an Irish organisation of labour alone could carry them out,
we could at a word have created all the conditions necessary to the striking of a successful
blow whenever the military arm of Ireland wished to move."

But there was also another major reason why Connolly's strategy was unsuccessfirl.
As a syndicalist Connolly concentrated on the building of trade unions to the neglect of a
specifically socialist political party. Because of their broad-based nature the unions were
too unwieldy for giving prompt and principled leadership. They were not suitable for the
type of political campaigning Connolly had in mind and he was left with no vehicle to
implement his programme, while the unions themselves were taken over by the shorF
sighted and the factional.

INSURRECTION OR ADVENTI,JRE?
Given that his mass action strategy was not successfirl, surely Connolly violated his

own Marxist principles by not postponing the contingent objective of an armed
insunection? In fact, within the Marxist hadition, there is substantial support for the
stand Connolly took.

It is true that for Marxists such as Connolly, an insurrection should be attempted only
in the context of a revolutionary situation where mass support exists. But within that
framework insurrection is a specific art with a logic of its own. Armed preparations
cannot simply be subordinated to the ebbs and flows of popular consciousness. It is
obvious therefore, that Marxism does not exclude the possibility - rare though it may be

- of a sihration where an armed uprising can be a prelude to an awakening of the mass
of people.

With regard to the situation in Russia, Marx's close collaborator Engels wrote in 1885

"the counhy is like a charged mine which only needs a match to be applied to it... This is
one of the exceptional cases where it is possible for a handful of people to make a

revolution, ie - with one little push to cause a whole system, which is in more than labile
[unstable] equilibrium, to come crashing down, and thus by an action in itself
insignificant to release explosive forces that afterwards become uncontrollable."

. Conditions in Ireland during 1914:15 were fairly similar to those outlined by Engels.
The political sihration had readred an impasse of historical prgportions and a substantial
resistance force was already in existence. The powder was in the keg and the fuse was set;
would the match be lit? The right wing of the Volunteer leadership was hying to prevent
it. So were the British who were gradually whittling away democratic rights to prepare
for a general dampdown.

As Connolly saw it the balance was gradually tipping in their favour. On occasion
Engels had said that once the battle lines were drawn, even in unfavourable
circumstances, it was better for the worlrjng dass to fight than to retire. A temporary

I

defeat was preferable to long-term

demoralisation. In assessing the situation in
Ireland, Connolly had precisely the same idea in
mind. He constantly stressed the danger of
letting a revolutionary sihration slip away

without taking decisive action. Consequently, his

views on the timing of an insurrection started

not from the mood of the workers at that time

but from their long-term interests. Apart from
the consciousness of workers, Connolly also had

to keep the objective situation in mind -
particularly the line of march of indispensable
allies and the machinations of the British state.

When the Irish Republican Brotherhood

evenhrally proposed definite plans for
insurrection, Connolly readily agreed. In the

Workers Republic he gave a guarded prediction of
impending events and exPressed regret that they

would not take the form of a classical revolution
envisaged by Marxists. But he was prepared to

push ahead anyway. On the one hand, he was

convinced as a socialist, that if he did not do so

lrt: would be throwing away the Potential of a revolutionary situation. On the other hand,

lu' fclt every right to be optimistic that an insurrectiory though relatively isolated to begin

with, would reinforce and prolong revolutionary opporh-rnities.

NATIONAL REVOLUTION AND SOCIALIST OBIECTIVES
The claim that Connolly abandoned his objective of a socialist Ireland in order to take

part in a nationalist rising is a contortion hard to credit even from the pens of revisionists.- 
It is clear that C-onnolly did not see the Easter Rebellion as a sPecifically socialist

Undertaking. But he remained convinced that the logic of events would help hansform

the ensuing upsurge in a socialist direction. His was a thoroughly socialist perspective,

rlmilar (though not identical) to the shategy then being followed by Lenin in Russia.

The mass of workers were not yet thinking in socialist or revolutionary terms. But

thoy were organised in mass oiltwal, athletic, military and, above all, labour

Ofganisations which were not under the leadership of the haditional constihrtional

naHonalists. Therefore, an insurrection for national democratic demands had a

trcmendous possibility of evoking a broad response. Connolly's aim was to place

democratic demands, which specifically affected workers, in the forefront of this rebellion

ln order to draw workers in and ensure that the struggle wor:ld be dominated by the

lradltional methods of struggle of the labour movement.

Connolly outlined this approach in the January 15th, 1915, issue of Worl<ers Republic;

"lreland should commence by guaranteeing the rights of its toilers to life and liberty,

lhd having guaranteed those rights should then call upon her manhood to Protect them

9
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with arms in hands." In this struggle it would be necessary to "conscript" the railways,
ships, factories and land of the wealthy classes. These socialist measuret hitherto feared
or thought impractical, wor:Id be readily accepted "as the propertied classes have so
shamelessly sold themselves to the enemy, the economic conscription of their property
will cause few qualms to whomsoever shall administer the Irish government in tlie first
days of freedom".

In sum then, Connolly saw a socialist hansformation of property relations as the
necessary outcome of a real struggle for national freedom. He ended his article by saying,
"lf the Irish Volunteers and Irish Citizen Army is the military weapon of, the economic
conscription of its lands and wealth is the material basis for, that reconquest [of lreland]."

This conception of a democratic revolution flowing into a socialist revolution becamc
a constant theme of Connolly's, leading up to the events of April 24th. Later on he wrotc
again that "should it come to a test in Ireland... the greatest civil asset in the hands of the
Irish nation for use in the struggle would be the conhol of Irish docks, shipping, railways
and production by Unions that gave sole allegiance to Ireland". or again on the eve of tht
insurrection, as he coined the battle-cry of the Citizen Army he declared:

"we are out for Ireland for the Irish. But who are the Irish? Not the rack-renting slum-
owning landlord, not the sweating profit-grinding capitalist; not the sleek and oily
lawyer; not the prostihrte pressmen - the hired liars of the enemy. Not these are the Irish
upon whom the future depends. Not these, but the Irish working class, the only secure
foundation upon which a new nation can be created."

From this definition of the social driving force of the looming national revolution he
logically derived a socialist programme.

"The cause of labour is the cause of Ireland, the cause of Ireland is the cause of labour.
They cannot be dissevered. Ireland seeks freedom... Labour seeks to make a free Irish
nation the guardian of the interests of the people of Ireland, and to secure that end would
vest in that free Irish nation all property rights as against the claims of the individual,
with the end in view that the individual may be enriched by the nation, and not by the
spoiling of his fellows."

When Connolly's shategy and programme is understood it becomes obvious how
preposterous is the claim that by joining the Easter Rising and signing the proclamation
of the Republic he was reneging on socialism. He signed away no principles or abjured no
cause. Quite the reverse. To Connolly, Easter Week was an essential step on a longer
journey with a more ambitious destination.

CONNOLLY LEGACY AND
THE MARGINALISATION OF LABOUR

Revisionist historians blame Connolly for the subsequent marginalisation of the
labour movement in Irish politics. They claim that in the national struggle, conhary to
Connolly's expectations, social and economic issues were bound to be squeezed out. Thr
labour movement, they argue, should have held aloof and continued to stress pwely
working<lass issues. But, say the revisionists, under the influence of Connollyls legacy
his heirs plunged into the national skuggle, abandoned socialism and became
indisringuishable from the nationalists.

10

Unfortunately for both the labour and

rr,rtional movements the new labour leaders

, lid not follow in the socialist-republican
trldition pioneered by Connolly. This was

,rnc of the great hagedies of modern Irish
lristory.

Events following 1916 unfolded in a way

rr,tnarkably similar to what Connolly had

rxpccted. The explosion of national
rt,ntiment and fighting spirit is well known.
What is less acknowledged is the

rinrultaneous eruption of working<lass
rrrilitancy. The most revolutionary phase of

,'l,rss struggle in Irish history was unlcashed

,hrring this period.
At the same time, the Irish working class

Irlought the methods of the labour
rrurvcment to bear on the national stru881e.

llrc anti-conscription general strike was a

rlt'.rth blow which marginalised the

t onstitution nationalists and prepared their

r lt'struction in the 1918 general election. This

rv,rs followed up by mass strikes in suPPort

O Events following 1916
way remarkably similar to
had expected

unfolded in a

what Connolly

oi rcpublican hunger-strikers, against executions, military use of the railways, martial

l,rw, military motor permits and havel restrictions. Mthout the 1918 general strike the

rr.rtional shuggle might never have got off the ground at all and without the 1920

rrrrnitions strike the armed struggle would have been cmshed in its infancY.

As a sequel to all this upheaval, Labour made enormous strides in popular suPPort.

All the evidence suggests that Connolly's pre-1915 prognosis was convincingly

Vlndicated. If the n;tional struggle did not develop into a socialist phase it was precisely

because his successors did not emb,race his legacy. The working dass put the Labour

leaders in a position to take the leadership of the national stsuggle 1nd 
press on to victory

on the economic and social fronts. sadly, these leaders copped out. They tried to

Undermine and water down the popular spontaneous support for the anti-imperialist

rcsistance.

,LABOUR MUST WAIT'
A favourite argument of the revisionist historians is that when de Valera said "Labour

must wait" the la-bour leaders, voicing Connolly's strategy, meekly obeyed' This is a

tfavesty of what actually happened.

In reality, the labour leaders were not prepared to nail their colours to the mast and

$me out unequivocally for a republic. Labour would only 8o as far as favouring "self-

determination' (ie a British withdrawal) after which the form of government suitable for

Ireland would be decided upon. In line with this Labour never gave official recognition to

11
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D6il Eireanry just as it refused, at its annual conference in 1912, to support the stand takcn
by Connolly in 1915.

Just how backward many of these leaders were, was shown by the result of the
discussion on the formation of an Irish labour party at the 1911 conference of the Irish
Iiades Union Congress (later to become the ICTU). William Walker, a loyalist trade union

le3ler from Belfast, opposed the motion and won the day by 32 votes to 29, arguing that
Irish trade unionists should simply affiliate to the British Labour party.

James Connolly was able to reverse this decision at the following year's conference in
Clonmel, County Tipperary, but this did not mean his fellow union leaders shared his and
Larkin's political stance. The publication of the Home Rule Bill earlier that yeal, made thc
prospect of a separate parliament a likelier one in the eyes of the delegates. The abeencr
of political organisation among Irish hade unionists became more glaring.

Walker, who believed that municipal ownership of the waterworks and the gas
company were what socialism were all about, and who also supported a Protestant
monarchy, was a particularly dim-witted reformist. But others such as Thomas Johnson
showed a greater subtlety.

Johnson was, like larkin, born in Liverpool - but there the similarities ended.
Constance Markievicz once described Larkin as a 

/'great primeval force rather than a
man". As he spoke "it seemed as if his personality caught up, assimilated, and threw
back to the vast crowd that surrounded him, every emotion that swayed them, every pain
and joy they had ever felt". Tom Johnson was totally and precisely the opposite of thai.
Quiet and undemonstrative, even when under attack, he had the personaiity of a
bureaucrat.

The man who became chairperson of the ITUC and later head of the Irish Labow
Party, described himself as "Liverpool-English" as opposed to ,,Liverpool-lrish,,.

Although he had been active in the political organisation which persuaded James
Connolly to return to Ireland from the united States, he was steeped in the ways of the
British labour movement and shared little of Connolly's vision.

PLAYING THE RIGHT TUNE
Johnson was a commercial traveller by trade and had very little in common with

working<lass hade unionism. Never once in his career did he lead a strike. The reasons
for his rise within the ranks of the labour movement were his connections with the
Socialist Party of Ireland in Belfast and his meticulous attention to detail. Historian JJ Lcq
points to his "political ineffectuality" but also notes his success, judging that he ,,did

much to consolidate the Free State as a conservative r6gime".
He played exactly the right hme for those in poweq, both within the Irish hade union

movement of the early part of the centtuy and laier on. But that was not the only reason
for Johnsonls success. The truth was that, although Larkin was a b,rilliant orator and a
courageous leadeq, he was also exhemely erratic. Cautious, plodding characters such as

Johnson are often chosen to balance out figures like Big Jim Larkin. When Larkin left thc
scene in 1914, Johnson was able quietly to consolidate his power.

The way in which the ITUC responded to the First World War showed both its
skengths and its weaknesses. The influence of the ITGWU was seen in the fact that it was

12

lhc only body of its kind in Western Europe to declare that the purposc of thc 'Crcat' War

was "the aggrandisement of the capitalistic class" and to take a resolutcly anti-war stand.

livcry one of the other union congresses followed the drums of war.
But there were considerable fears that this firm position would be eroded at thc

krllowing year's conference by a combination of northern loyalists and southern
llcdmondites. With Connolly's assistance as seconder, Tom Johnson successfully moved
Io abandon the regular ITUC annual conference planned for 1915.

He did not share Connolly's attitude, adopted by the ITCWU, of opposition to "both
King and Kaiser" and was fundamentally opposed to using England's difficulty as

lrcland's opportunity. In his heart of hearts, Johnson remained on the British side of the

tonflict. Like the British TUC, he claimed that the cause of 'democracy' would be'better
urrved'by a British victory than by a German one. He seemed oblivious to the fact that
lhc German trade unionists were arguing just as persuasively, the exact opposite case.

By comparison, that of Larkin was oystal clear. In his union's newspaper, the Irlsft
Worker, just before his departure to the US, he gave the tersely worded anti<onscription
nrcssaSe:

"Stop at home. Arm for Ireland. Fight for Ireland and no other land."

PASSIVE SPECTATORS
Johnson and - with the exception of the Irish Citizen Army - the movement he led,

wcrc passive spectators of the events of Easter 1916. With a typically methodical attention
Io detail, the ITUC & LP chairperson kept a diary of what happened to him while the
Itising was taking place and, although he makes no judgements about the event in those

1,,rges, it is an exhemely revealing doorment.
On Easter Monday, Johnson was on his way back to Ireland from a hade union

t onfcrence in Britain. He intended to take the ferry from Holyhead to Dublin so as to get
lo thc Spring Show where his company had an exhibit. Boats to the North Wall had been

r'.rncclled ("Reason given: 'Revolution in Dublin ") and the leader of the Irish labour
rrxrvement decided to try to get one to Kingstown - "very important (financially) for me
l() attend" he notes.

Throughout this diary, he shows only a concern with himself, despite the implicalions
lor those such as Connolly, whom he knew well:

"l feared that, if there had been an outb,reak in Belfast [where he was livingJ, the
,rrrthorities would arrest all persons who might be suspected of having any
rrrrnmunications with the rebel leaders in Dublin. Several hade union leaders might be

rrrrplicated and my association with them 
-however 

innocent - might require
txplanation."

Following the Rising, William (/Brien and PT Daly were arrested and taken to
liongoch, although they played no part in the events. According to his own papers, the
rnost senior Irish hade unionist seems to have restricted his efforts to hying to secure
tlu'ir freedom and that of the pacifist Francis Sheehy-Skeffington whom he did not know
lrld bcen shot.

The fate of Connolly seems not to have concerned Johnson. No appeal was heard from
thc ITUC for clemency in the case of the leader of the largest lrish union and Connolly
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WOnt to his death in a wheel<hair without even a verbal statement of regret from thc

loadership of the movement to which he had given so much.

The comfortable, right-wing union leaders, whom Connolly and Larkin had troublctl

ao much over the years/ were nowin conkol again.

At the tlublin tades'Council which followed the Rising condolences were expresscd

to the relatives of the three leading trade unionists who died. Peadar Macken of the

house-painters'union was a member of the IRB as was Richard O/Canoll, leader of thc

labour group on Dublin Corporation. Interestingly enough, the condolences for Connolly

came last and those who died in the Flanders slaughter were also commemorated. Scorcs

were being settled.
Addressing the ITUC conference that year in Sligo, Johnson adopted a similar shak|gy

to that of the DTC. There were honeyed words about honouring Connolly's work and

revering his memory, but the struggle in Dublin was again placed on a par with the

senseless carnage of the trenches.

From the United States where he had been campaigning against the war, Larkin issuul

his response to Easter 1915:

"lt must be admitted that the most glorious thing that has happened during this

carnival of bloodlust in Europe, was the self+acrifice and devotion of these men to a

cause which they believed in." But, at home, an agenda very different to his had becn

adopted by labour leaders.

THE 1918 GENERAL ELECTION
All this puts the attihrde of the Irish Trades Union Congress and Labour"Party to the 19 I t

general election into perspective. The failure of Labour to put up candidates is usually

presented as symbolic of its general subservience to Sinn F6in. What kanspired on that

occasion was a bit more complex.

Labour expected to win no more that six or seven seats - fout of which were in

Dublin. Sinn F6in offered Labour a free run in these four constituencies, which would
have given Labour effective political dominance in the capital of the counhy and thc

heartland of the working class. This was a generous offer by any standards.

The Labour leaders were willing to do a deal but refused to accept the one conditiorr

laid down by Sinn Fr6in, namely the adoption of abstention from Westrninster as a matl('r

of principle. They were afraid of offending loyalist hade unionists and of embarking on ,r

course of action which had "illegal and unconstitutional" implications. Besides they

imagined, as was explained in the president's address to the TU Congress in 1919, that

the British Labour Party would soon be in power at Westminster and in conjunction witlr

Irish Labour would legislate home rule for Ireland! As a result of this timidity and

hesitation a grass roots rebellion rolled through the unions and forced the opportunist
leaders to retreat. Rather than enter a principled alliance with Sinn F6in, Labour

withdrew to the side lines.

In an important, if not totally accurate phrase, Johnson was later to speak of how his

colleagues had "subordinated the claims" of the labour movement to the struSSle for

independence.
That was not strictly the case. The labour movement was subordinated at a political
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It'vcl to the very "conservative
rcvolutionaries" who were about to set up
tlrc Free State. The unions were to play a

rrraior role in the anti-conscription campaign.
lhrt the political agenda and the cnrcial
tlccisions were to be left to others and the

rldicalism of Connolly and of Easter 1916

was to be ditched. That, and not a
tommitment to the national struggle, was

what lay behind the decision by the ITUC
not to contest the 1918 general election.

BOLSHEVIK REPTIBLICANS
For the rank-and-file of Irish workers by

tunkast, the political situation was

gcnuinely "changed and changed utterly" in
thc wake of 1915. The rising skuggle for
national independence coincided with a

gcncral radicaiisation among the most
rrppressed. Lieutenant4eneral Sir Henry
l,awson, who carried out an investigation
irrto the British Army in 1920, noted that "in
thc last three years, there was a considerable change from right to left in Irish opinion".

This was fomented by a rapid expansion of the labour movement which grew from
110,000 in 1914 to 300,000 :rr.1921. Unskilled urban workers and rural labowers now
prcdominated and the conservative craft unions were forced into the background. There

was a new spirit of defiance, especially on the national question. The old alliance between
tlrc hade unions and the Home Rulers dissolved. Wth the foundation of a Labour Party
by the unions, a new Labour/Republican alliance began to emerge.

At the polls, Labour won324 seats in the 1920 local elections compared to 422 seats for
Sinn F6in. In the 1922 general elections, Labour scored2l% of the vote to rival the21,% for
Sinn F6in and 38% for the Free Staters.

In fact, Ireland in the years immediately after 1916, became a political cauldron which
could easily have produced a workers' republic. The one thing it lacked was a labour

Icadership which measured up to the task.

That message was not lost on the enemies of the Irish working class. One

c()ntemporary British apologist, Bjchard Dawson, wrote in the appropriately+ntitled Red
'li:rror and Green, that:

"Sinn F6in and Labour must be regarded as a single entity for the purpose of its
rovolutionary enterprise against Great Britain" and a mass<irculation unionist leaflet of
1 919 accused Sinn F6in of advocating "Russian Bolshevism". A report to the Chief of
Itrlice stated that the "seeds of sovietism" were to be found in Sinn F6in: "Connolly's
rlochine has not been spread in vain and it is likely to become the rallying-post of the

tlispossessed."
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( )l (.()lus(., thcsc acc()unts are somewhat hysterical, but they also contain more than a

t1 ,urr ol tnrth. l-ocal union meetings wele often a cover for IRA operations and there was

, losr, t o olrt'ration bctwccn union branches, Sinn F6in fllmainn and Volunteer units.

Al rhc samc timc, thc hade union leadership was busy burying Connolly',s political

L,1i,rt y. Iirr a considerable Perio{ on issues such as conscriPtion, they decided to give a

(r,rt1in amount of ground by authorising radical action. But their objective was to recoul)

tlrat grotrnd, later on.

FIGHTING CONSCRIPTION
The first major conllict which showed the mettle of the Irish hade union movement

after the Rising was the Anti{onscription campaign. In 191& the First World War was

still blazing arid the B.itirh were suffering under a renewed German offensive. In Ireland,

the Redmondites appeared to be recovering from Sinn F6in's electoral successes of the

previous year and iheir party won three bye-elections in a row. The British cabinet

ihought ii opportune to introduce conscription. The Westminster politicians believed it
*o,rid ..*oue popular republican support from the counhy and Provide cannon-fodder

for the battlefields of Europe.

Resistance was offered by a coalition of the republicans, the Redmondites and the

labour movement. But it was labour which took the initiative. In addition to a series of

mass protests, a national stoppage was organised. On April 29th,1978, virtually the

whole country came to a total standstill. Nothing moved. This was the first national

general strikein Irish history (indeed the first in Europe) and was a complete success' Thc

British soon retreated indefinitely postponin8 the introduction of conscription.

Nationalist morale went from strength to skength, culminating with the cmshing

electoral victory for Sinn F6in in December 1918.

Labour entered the battle again in April 1920. As republican resistance mounted, so

did British coercion. Prisons on both sides of the Irish Sea were soon bursting at the

seams. The POWs, mostly held without trial or sentenced by special courq were

porhayed as'criminals'. The prisoners responded with a hunger+hike. On April sth, 100

men refused food. Popular support was overwhelmingly on their side. But, again, it was

the hade union movement which made the decisive breakthrough.

Eight days into the hrrnger-strikg labour launched an indefiyte general strike. Once

againlthe close-down was ioAl throughoutnationalist lreland. Militancy reached a new

peak. Flying pickets and food committees were organised and in some areas, these

declared th6mselves "soviets", taking over public administration. Within two days, the

British took fright and climbed down. Against all expectations, the prisoners were

suddenly released.

TANS AND AI.XILIARIES
The immediate effect of the shike was to divide and demoralise the British authoritics

Generals and bureaucrats blamed eaih other and split into warring factions. The general

sfike smashed the British pretence of normality and the Westminster Sovernment
resorted to open war. Martial law was declared over wide areas. The Auxiliaries and thc

Black and Tans were drafted in and released on a ramPage.
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Irtoh labour responded with another blow to the military. On May 20th, 1920 Dublin
dockers refused to handle war materials for the British army. They were followed
immediately by the railway workers. As the strike unfolded, it was extended to the
boycott of all soldiers and armed police.

For six months, the workers withstood fierce intimidation from the military. Even at
gunpoint, the skikers refused to capitr:late. On top of this, over 1,000 shikers were
dismissed from their jobs as the rail service ground to a halt and economic chaos grew.

Labour leaders like Johnso4 O'Brien and Cathal O'Shannon wete giving their members
free rein. But they were not going to do so for ever.

In December, the threat of total military control of the railways forced the workers to
retum to their jobo. But they had performed another vital service to the national struggle.
General Macready, military governor, admitted that "this state of affairs, lasting over six
months, was a serious set-back to military activities during the best season of the year".
Furthermore, the skikers exposed the hypocritical 'patriotism' of the wealthy middle
classes. Practically every employers'organisation condemned the shike and demanded a

return to work.
British historian Charles Townsend noted of the Munitions Strike in his workThe

Britkh Campaign in lreland: L919-23 that "it broadened the republican campaign and
heightened the atmosphere of alienation from Brilish authority; it was a true example of
civil resistance".

These were not the only examples of labour movement action dwing the fight for the

republic. Others induded the Limerick Soviet, a take-over of the city in protest against
British travel permits, the Dublin general shike against political executions, the national
stoppage to honour Terence MacSwiney, the boycott of Belfast goods followirrg anti-
nationalist pogoms and a strike against motor permits.

The trade union movement paid dearly for its assistance to the national struggle.
Liberty Hall was wrecked by the Tans who also burned union halls in Cork and Galway.
Union meetings were banned and scores of union officials were arrested. Even cautious
Tom Johnson was arrested on occasion. Shangely enough, this intense coercion was

unable to separate labour from the national struggle. When that separation came about, it
was due more to the short-sightedness of the republican and the hade union leaders than
to any external cause.

THE RED FIAG
At the very moment of this huge commihnent to the Republic, labour was waging a

huge battle for the class interests of working people. The claim by establishment
historians that the trade union movement abandoned social and economic issues in the
interests of'national unity', is a colossal distortion of the historical record.

From 1918 on, the movement acquired a new militancy - inspired to a large extent by
the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia which provided goals for workers to aim at and
examples of radical action to guide them.

At an international level, the Irish unions allied themselves with the minority within
the socialist movement which supported Soviet Russia and voted for the concept of the

"dictatorship of the proletariat", which meant workers taking the reins of economic
power. Back home in lreland, the unions organised a mass campaign in solidarity with
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the Bolsheviks which received much popular
support. Sinn F6in publicist Aodh De Bldcam

caught the aunosphere of those days:

"A few days ago, a company ofboys was

marcling through the Dublin streets. As is
usual, they were singing. But their song was

notThe Watch onThe Rhine, so popular in
1915; nor yetTlrc Soldier's Song, so popular
since Easter Week. It was The RedElag.This
song unknown or unrespected throughout
Ireland a year ago, is now heard on every
sidg and is sung by drildren at their play."

Two waves of radical class action were

unleashed in this period. The first phasg
$19-7nA, witnessed an explosion of
sustained militancy by workers. The unions

made a conscious decision to fight on as

many fronts as possible. Ilactically every
branch of indushy was drawn into the

maelshom. Against a background of

universal unrest, there was one national general strike and 20 local general strikes in the
'cities and towns.

GENERAT STRIKE
A oneday national general shike was called on May Day 1919 to demand higher

wages and shorter hours. The strike, despite attempts by the RIC to break it uP, was a

total success. Mass demonshations were held right round the land. The Red Flag

predominated everywhere and The Workers' Republic was the most common slogan on

banners. This period also saw the Belfast general strike for a,l4-hour week. The workers

held out for a month but were forced to submit in the face of massive military
intervention.

General strikes also occurred in practically every town of any size - Westport,

Killarney, Wicklow, Kinsale, Nenagh, Thurles, Boyle, Charleville, Clonmel, Dungarvan

and Ballina. Some of these were hard-fought battles - rioting and shooting were

frequent. In Boyle, the RIC intervened for the first time since 1913, Pit&ed battles ensued

and 79 strikers were tried under the C-onspiracy and Protection'of Property Act.

Even the ordinary day-to-day shikes showed a high level of militancy. In Monaghan,

the RIC laid siege for several days to the local asylum which had been occupied by staff

a4d patients. In Caledon, mill workers organised their own police force. Strikers in
Bunclody were arrested by the British army, scnrbbed with cane b,rushes, cold water

poured on their wounds and threatened with execution. Their leader was stripped naked

and tortured on the barracks'square.
Farm labourers in the East and South were also active during this period, as were

small farmers in the West. Whole townlands were swept by strikes and land seizures. The

farm strikes were marked by pitched battles with the RIC, wrecking of machinery, arson,
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,,lrrxrtrrrgs and by roads bcing dug up. The land occupations were effected by large groups

rrl rrrt'rr (onc group was 2,0ff)-strong), who ploughed up ranch grdzi,ngland, divided plots

,urrorrg snrall farmers or ran the enterprise cooperatively.
'l'hcsc actions also led to confrontations with the RIC and British army. In addition,

assassinations of big landowners and their agents were carried out. A Dail Eireann report

1;ivcs a whiff of the agitation during the winter of 1919-20:

"Cattlcdriving and gross intimidation became common. In Calway, a farmer was

duckcd in a lake until he proved tractable. In Roscommon/ a recalcitrant owner was

drivcn naked through a crowded fair. Mr Shaw-Taylor, a large ranch owner, was shot

dcad. An ugly vendetta in Keny during April, with shooting on both sides, between

landless labourers and farmers refusing to sell, was only ended by the intervention of the

Ilcpublican Department of Agriculhrre."

SOVIETS
The first round of labour's revolt subsided towards the end of 1920. The boom which

followed the 191,1-'18 War had collapsed and employers sought to rekieve some of the

gains won by workers. In the face oI this new threat, workers needed something more

than the shike weapon. This came in the shape of factory occupations - indeed, the

workers went beyond mere occupation. They declared the owners redundant and set

about producing and selling for themselves. These phenomena, which became known as

"soviets" after the Russian word for a workers' council, grew in popularity up to the

outbreak of the Civil War.

The initial soviet experiment of this period began in Arigna. Workers-took over the

local coal mine at the height of a wages skuggle, and operated it for themselves. So

successful were the workers that the mine owners gave in after two months.

This example was soon followed by workers elsewhere. Bruree bakery, Cork harbour,

Drogheda foundry, Castleconnell fishery, Ballingarry mines, Quarterstown mills, Mallow

mills, Tipperary gasworks, Cork railways, Knockb,rack quany, Killarney and

Ballinacourties sawmills and Tipperary carriage factory were all occupied for longer or

shorter periods and run by the workers for their own benefit. In addition, there were a

number of "passive" occupations (where the workers simply took over the plant and did
not operate it) and ttueats of occupations which brought immediate success for the

workers.
All this was only a prelude to the great battle of the Munster Soviet Creameries. In

May 1922, the workers, thLreatened with redundancies and wage cuts, responded by

seizing 100 creamery depots. They elected their own management committees, armed

themselves and hoisted the red flag. Despite attempts by large farmers to bum them out,

the sabotage of machinery, the intimidation of suppliers and dishibutors as well as armed

attacks, the workers held out for ttree months.
The soviet idea also spread to rural areas. lt was the landless farm labourers who gave

the lead. Lands were seized and farmed under the red flag at Lisdoonvarna, Ballyneety,

Doolin, Lismoyle and elsewhere. Strikes occurred in many townlands, especially in
County Waterford, where there was a violent general shike. The land soviets and farm
strikes were accompanied by other forms of agitation. There were rent strikes and cattle
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drives, and auctioneers were forced to cancel the sales of small farmers'land. As usual,
riots, arson and killings attended much of these activities.

The soviets and the related agitation only came to a close during the Civil War. The
social revolt whidr followed 1915 was finally cmshed by the advancing Free State forces.

BETRAYAL
This huge, revolutionary upsurge proved, once and for all, that Irish workers, rural

and urban, had arrived on the stage of history as an independent force. Connolly's vision
that the working class was ripe for revolt had been vindicated. They had both given a
mighty impetus to the struggle for national independence and had posed the question of
socialism in Ireland. Yet the final outcome was a far oy from these beginnings. The
opporhrnity was wasted and never since has the struggle for a Workers' Republic
attained such scope or depth.

One reason for this is that the British and Irish ruling classes recognised the danger
inherent in a convergence of the national and social revolutions. After the Truce,in1921,,

Churchill warned of the danger of a
"Bolshevik lreland" on Britain's
doorstep. He told Michael Collins
that a continuation of the
independence war would lead to
further social instability and urged
him to break decisively with the

republicans in order to safeguard
capitalism in lreland.

The Free Staters justified their
bloody counter-revolution precisely
on these grounds. A govemment
pamphlel issued at the height of
the Civil War, declared that the new
adminishation had to act
determinedly "if Ireland was to be
saved from descent into the hell of
Bolshevism".

Committed republicans were

less perceptive of the real role they
were playing, During the pre-Treaty
period, many of them participated
as individuals in the labour
shuggle, but, as organisations, the
IRA and Sinn F6in remained aloof.
Most republicans saw the

social/economic conflict as a

separate issue rather than as a

second front in the battle with

O Connolly (centre front row) in Phoenix Park
with members of the Irish Socialist Republican
Party in 1901
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imperialism. Only after the Civil War had begun did the more radical republicans, such as

Mellowg make an explicit appeal to the working dass as such.

But, one of the most important reasons, if not the key to the failure of the labour
movement after 7927,1ay in the capitulation of labour's leaders. They ignored Connolly's
political starting-point, which was always the interests of the workers as a wlole, and
allowed sectional interests to predominate. The more conservative leaders who spoke for
the skilled, craft workers, were allowed to keep the whole movement bacik.

Faced with the dilemma posed by the Treaty, they decided that it was to be supported.

Jim Larkin might rail from America, demanding "the rejection of this foul and destructive
bargain" and whhing 'the fate of ]udas" on those who signed it. Instead, Iabour's leaders
went for compromise with the government of Griffith, O'Higgins and Cosgrave - one of
the most conservative in the Europe of its day. They distanced themselves from the

soviet/occupation movement and launched a vitriolic campaign to oust the local leaders
who had helped to run it. OrBrien went so far as to suggest that unions should be run
with the same ethos as a capitalist enterprise.

CARNIVAL OF REACTION
Connolly's ofcrepeated warning that a "carnival of reaction" would follow partition

and that the division of Ireland 'would paralyse all advanced movements whilst it
endured" was proved to be strikingly accurate. In the 26 Counties, divorce was banned
and a triumphant Catholic church was able to secure the censorship of books and
periodicals which did not reflect its medieval notions of morality. Similar forms of
religious fundamentalism reigned supreme north of the border.

These leaders knew exactly what the implications of partition would be. Johnson
acorrately forecasted its effects in a letter to Arthur Henderson, leader of the British
labour movement:

"Dssension will arise immediately both in Ireland and in Ulster. Instead of one
problem, we will have two and the coercion of a greatly strengthened radical nationalist
party (or, perhaps a physical force party) will be the first awful business of the new Irish
government."

But, sensing a parliamentary fuhre for themselves, they became an essential prop of
the Free State after the bloody Civil War, almost mocking the sacrifice of rank-and-file
workers in the years between 1915 and 1921. The hadition of support for Redmond and
his ilk came to the fore once again, as did that of the loyalist William Walker in the north-
east. 'Keeping the labour movement united' became a catdr-phrase, but it meant
recognising partition. Thus, instead of uniting the movement, it was more seriously split
than ever before.

The division between loyalist and nationalist workers was copper-fastened and
intensified. Northern and southem workers were cut off from each other. In the South,
workers lost faith in Labour and large numbers became de-politicised or, evenhrally,
turned to Fianna F6il. In the 25 Counties, Labour was sentenced permanently to the
political wilderness. In the North, any hope of splitting loyalist workers away from their
masters was abandoned.

With little concem for logic, leaders such as William O'Brien tried to justify their

refusal to endorse a republic by suggesting they were 'keeping the door open' for a
Workers'Republic. Butit was the exact opposite which crept in.

OPPOSITION ITEMAINS
The tragedy is, that it need not have done.ln the792l2 general election, Labour and the

republicans shared 427o of the vote evenly between thern. Together, they had a dear
majority over the Free Staters. The 17 Labour TDs could have boycotted the new
assembly. Together with the republicans, they could have offered an alternative.

At the very least, the Gvil War could have been pre€mpted. Had Labour refused to
enter Leinster House as the official opposition, the Free State government would not have
had the political or moral credibility to launch a counter-revolution.

But, the Labour leaders were expecting a major employer offensive against wages and
employment. The rank-and-file was already'dangerously out of conhol'. An explosive
confrontation was imminent. Johnson, O'Brien and their colleagues were anxious to
defuse this impending crisis by means of reformist political haggling, rather than by
mobilising workers for combat. They jumped at the opporhrnity which Leinster House
offered them.

By entering its doors they totally b,roke the last link with the politics of the Irish labour
movement in its radical years. In the process, they sold out both the cause of Ireland and
the cause of labour.

The leaders of the Irish labour movement had failed in their greatest challenge and the
movement was to be marginalised in the years which followed. Yet the hadition of
Connolly and Larkin, of the Citizen Army and the early years of the ITGWU, remains as
an opposition within the unions, constantly mocking the pretensions of those who now
hold power. It is still waiting in the wings and the heirs of Tom Johnson know that.
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