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James Connolly and the Irish Revolution

lﬁfA‘MES CONNOLLY, who was born just over 100 years ago (1863), is recognised as

“one of Iseland’s great revolutionaries and as one of the few great Marxists to emerge

in these islands. One of the ‘leaders of

the Easter Rising of 1916, he succeeded

in transforming the Irish left from an impotent sect, into a sxgruﬁcanl force

ithin the Irish revolutionary movement
Wuh Big Jim Larkin, he helped to
bring back to Ireland what Irish emi-
grants had created abroad — the indus-
trial union — the Irish Transport and
General Workers’ Union. 1913 found
Connolly acting as licutenant to Lar-
kin in the General Strike (and lock-
out) which raised the poorest of Dub-
lin’s poor from their knees, and trans-
formed them into dignified, class-con-
scious workers. This strugglé gave
birth to the Irish Citizens’ Army —
‘the first Red Army in modern Europe’
as Lenin called it.

With the other European revolution- |

ary movements, the Irish left suffered
a setback at the outbreak of the First
World War when the majority of. the
working class rallied to the bourgeois
govesnments and deserted international-
ism. However, unlike the social demo-
crat leaders in other countries, the
leaders of Irish labour met the chal-

lenge posed by the war, openly de<:

nounced it as an imperialist war and

sation, Asquith stated that he intended
o stop the shootings. Ar this stage
Connolly was still alive. The next day
the organ of the Irish bourgeoisie, the
‘Irish Independent’ owned by W M
Murphy, chairman of the Dublin Em-
ployers’ Federation and one of the
principal targets of the 1913 Dublin
strike, clamoured for Connolly’s blood.
In a leading article entitled *The
Clémency Plea,’ it wrote; — * When,
however, we come to some of the ring-
leaders, instigators ‘and fomentors not
yet dealt with, .we must make an ex-
ception to the. clemency plea. If these
, mén are treated with too great leniency,
they’ will take it as an indication of
weakness on the part of the govern-
ment and the consequences may not be
satisfactory. They may be even more
truculent than ever and it is therefore
necessary that society should be pro-
tected against their activity . . . weak-
pess o such men at this stage may be
fatal.. . . Let the worst of the worst

of the ringleaders 'be singled out and
dealt with as they deserve.’

On 12 May, the last two signatories
of the Proclamation of the Republic
were cxecuted by firing squad. The
crippled SEAN MACDIARMADA, bus con-
ductor, Left Republican and - militant
trade unionist, met his fate standing.
The wounded Connolly, too ill to
stand, or even sit upright, was shot
strapped in a chair. The executions
then stopped.

For all this, it is the Connolly of 1916
that is remembered today. The Easter
Rising of 1916, was like the Cuban
Revolution today. It was a real and
heroic revolutionary drama, in which
Connolly played a leading role. Yet,
the military failure of the insurrection
was a signal noc for-acts of solidarity
with the insurgents, but for attacks
on Connolly for his part'in it.

The conference of the British Indepen-
dent Labour Party at Newcastle-upon-
Tyne that year, recorded- ity condem-
nation of - militarism, but included
among the *Militarists ' — Connolly
and the Irish Red Army,

Heavily chauvinist, then as now, the
party ‘of British  socialism * was unable¢

to make a Marxist estimate of Easter
Week, But even some spokesmen of
the Zimmerwald Left took the position
that the insurrection was a ‘ putsch’,

¢ The term “putsch”,” Lenin wrote,
“in the scientific sense of the word may
be employed only when the attempt
at insurrection has revesled nothing
but a circle of conspirators, or stupid
maniacs and when it has roused no
sympathy among the masses. . , . A

blow delivered against the British im-

perialist bourgeoisie in Ireland Has a
hundred times more political signifi-
cance than a blow of equal weight
would have in Asia or Africa.". .. The
dialectics of history are such that small
nations, powerless as an independent
factor in the struggle against imperial-
ism, play a part as one of the ferments,
one of the bacilli, which facilitate the
entry into the arena of the real power
against imperialism, namely the social-
ist proletariar. . ...

That was Connolly’s perspective too,
At the start of the war he had written,
* Starting thus, Treland may yet light
a fire which will not burn out ’til the
last capitalist bond and debenture will
burn to ashes on the grave of the last

war-lord,”

In 1916 the Ultca-Left typified by the
Socialist Labour Party in the Us and
the ILF in England, regarded Connolly
ac a deserter from sccialism to petty
bourgeois nationalism, Today the same
tendencies are typified by the Com-
munist Party, and the Socialist Labour
League who attack as dissenters those
who defend Cuban and Vietnamese
revolutions with anything more than a
revolutionary rhetoric,

There is, and was a sharp contradiction
between the revolutionary socialism of
Connolly, and those who subscribe to
that Ultra-Left view of society which
reduces everything to the worker-ver-
sus-boss conflict for higher wages, who
in fact portray workers as mere ani-
mals. But there were z0 contradictions
between the revolutionary marxist tra-
ditien and ‘Connelly’s actions in 1916.
Both treat the national struggle of
subject nations as an clement leading
up to and fusing with the workers
tevolution.

To defend Connolly is not to overlock
his mistakes or the weakness of some
of his positions. In his polemic against
Bebel on the question of women, he
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.fought against recruitment policies. In

December 1914, Larkin's © Irish Work-
er” was banned, just after he had left
for the usA. Connolly took over the
leadership of the movement. While
never neglecting the struggle between
the 16TWU and the Dublin Employers"

Federation, Connolly set about the task
of training the Citizens’ Army. Liberty
Hall, the facade flaunting the slogan
We serve neither King nor Kaiser’,
became 'the focus of resistance to the
British government and its Irish ad-
herents — the master clan and their

. subservient press. In May 1915, Con-
nolly founded a new paper, ‘The
‘Workers’ Republic. While the labour
leaders of Europe abandoned the pol-
icy of class struggle to support the
war, this paper steadily reminded the
wotking class of the need to struggle
for their-own emancipation. ‘In the
long run,’ wrote Connolly, ‘the free-
dom -of a nation is measured by the
freedom of its lowest class.”

. Th Irsh left used every industrial dis-
pute ‘to increase the strength of Dub-
lin’s Red Army, until on 24 April,
1916, they joined forces with the radi-
cal middle-class Irish Volunreers to
challenge the might of the British
Empire on the barricades. The Volun-
teers did not rise as a body because of -
a countermanding order from their
Chief of Staff. Less than 1,000 came
out in response to the orders of Pearse
and Conmolly. They fought for five
days, but in the end, the insurrection
was crushed by the British Army.
The end of the revolt led to a whole-
sale execution of the leaders by order
of the British Cabinet, which included,
of course, a representative of the
Labour Party. In answer to protests
against the apparently unending list of
executions and a demand for their ces-

On the last Sunday in August 1913 James Nolan
and John Byme were batoned to death in the streets
of Dublin by members of the Royal Ulster Con-
stabulary. A further four hundred working people
were injured as the police broke up a meeting
addressed by Jim Larkin. Later Michacl Byme, an IT
& GWU secretary, was tortured to death in a police
cell; young Alice Brady while walking home with her
strike allowance: of food was shot dowit in cold blood
by a scab; drunken police broke into homes in the
stlums of Corporation Strect bludgsoning the women
and children of strikers. Such brutalities were
commonly inflicted then, as today, on the Irish
working elass in struggle.,

The Bogside and Belfast people have recently
experienced “the ravages of drunken mobs of police
.and trigger happy Specials, while in Dublin workers
have been clubbed into the ground. But British
socialists should remember the strike breaking role of
our own TUC and Labour leadership in Ireland in
1913. It will then be not so difficult to understand the
deafening silence among the ranks of the labour
aristocrats today when the most exploited section of
werkers in the British Isles face the prospect of an
even bloodier repression than did the Dublin men and
women in 1913, ,

The Irish general sirike of 1913 was a decisive
landmark in Irish history. The employers were out to
break the Irish Tnnspon and General Workers Umcm
that had a ism which went radically
beyond the conservative form of . new unionism in
Britain. From 1911 the IT & GWU under Larkin’s
leadership had used the sympathetic strike in every
industrial dispute in which their fellow unionigts were
involved and had won a whole series of victories for

other unions and immeasuzably strengthened the
fighting strength of the working class movement. The
employers, led by William Murphy the owner of the
Dublin Tramways and of three powerful newspapers,
.agganised to fight the Irish TGWU. Thev heean in
early August when Murphy locked out the IT & GWU
tram workers. By September 400 firms had fallen

behind Murphy and demanded the signing of the,

notorious document which forbade membership of the
IT & GWU, as a condition of employment. Rather
than sign it, 30,000 workers marched out from their
factories in solidarity with the IT & GWU comrades.

This brave resistance of the Irish workers was met
by the full force of the police and military on
the streets. Baton-charges, killings, savage prison
sentences dealt out. by magistrates who were
shareholders in Murphy’s Tramway company; and
repression of meetings and free speech, But all over
Dublin they chose to fight rather than sign the
document. Connolly wrote in October of ‘Glorious
Dublin’, “Baton charges, prison cells, untimely death
and acute starvation '— all were faced without a
murmur, and in face of them all, the brave Dublin
workers never lost faith in their- Wfimate triuthph,
never doubted but that their organisation would
emerge victorious from the struggle. This is the great
fact that many of our critics amongst the British
labour leaders seem to losg sight of. The Dablin fight
is more than a trade union.fight; it is a great class
struggle, and recognised as such by all sides, We in
Ireland feel that to doubt our victory would be to lose
fajth in the destiny of our class™.’

The murder of Byme and Nélan on 31st August
made ‘Dublin the centre of international iabour
struggle] The response of British workers in support of

their Trish fellow unionists was immediate. The TUC,
which was in session, sefit a delegation to reassert the
right of free speech and puplic assembly. Special relief
ships were organised and carried food and provisions
to the strikers paid for by British trade unionists.

For the first few weeks the strike was well suppor-
ted, British trade unionists held meetings for Larkin
and raised funds for the strike. But the TUC leaders
were already beginning to vacillate. While they had so
strongly 1 the August they had
been careful not to express support for the aims of the
strike itself. Soon the Dublin workers were to face the
barefaced treachery of the British labour leaders.

British TU support for the strike was crucial.
British ‘unions organised large numbers of workers in
Belfast, and the ability of the employers to move their
cargoes in Dublin depended on the support of seamen,
railwaymen, dockers, and ferrymen, members of

58 years ag0 TheBetrayal of August 1913

strike action. Snowden-and smillie of the NUM also
joined in the opposition to sympathetic action.

The final conftontation came at a special congress
of trade wunions on December 9th. Here, Arthur
Henderson, Sexton of the Dock Labourers Union and
Gosling, President of the Transport Workers Federa-
tion, joined with Wilson and Thormas in defeating the
proposal for a blockade. It was left to the gasworkers
union delegate, supported by the compositors, to raise
the flag of proletarian internationalism. He declared
that the Dublin employets should be told that while
labour was prepared to exhaust the possibilities of a
peaceful settlement, it was equally prepared to
exhaust the possibilities of war. When Larkin replied
1o his critics, he declared bitterly that he thought he’d
come to a conference elected by the rank and file, and
pointed to at least one delegate who had scabbed on
the Dublin workers. When it came to a decision the
i tried to cloak their deeds by saying that

British unions. Here clear jon of the
validity of the symm strike policy of the IT &
GWU. Without a blockade df the Irish ports the strike
‘was doomed. Unless British/workers were prepared to
strike with their Irish fellow unionists, not only would
the strike be defeated, but they would turn their own
unions into direct strike breaking organisations.

Early in the strike .the British TU bosses had
attempted to go over the heads of the IT & GWU to
find a ci with the employers. By November
they had opened up a major attack on Lark.m Thomas
Ashton, wcret:u'y ~of the Miners Federation, com-
plained that' Larkin was using his ‘Fiery Cross" tour of
England ‘to rause strife between the trade unionists

'and their leaders. La.rkm, réleased from prison in mid-

November, wis attacked by . H. Thomas of the NUR.
and Havelock Wilson, president of the Seamen’s a:id
Foremen’s. Unien, for appealing to British workers for

they had no mandate from the union rank and file,
despite the fact that the conference had been thiee
weeks delayed by the same gentlemen claiming the
time to do precisely that.

This sell-out of the Irish workers was carried out in
the face of strong sympathy among British workers for
the Irish struggle. Huge amounts of mdney were
collested, and Irish boats blacked. But in both Dublin
and Belfast, men who refused to scab were told by
their union officials that othef union men would be
‘brought over in theit places, and when dockers refused
to load: . consignment of Guinness at Sligo it was
railed to Derry where Sexton’s members loaded it. In
Novembgf," 216 |branches of the NUR representing
100,000 ‘members demanded the calling of a special
meeting of the executive to discuss the cilling ot a
strike of miners, railwaymen and transport workers us



2 only way to end the Dublin dispute, and the
»rthwall Dublin NUR branch demanded a similar
:eting to stop blacklegs being broughl over. Both
Juests were refused.

Following the: Londdn conference the NUR
dered its men in Dublin back to work. The NUDL
d the Seamen’s and Firemen's Union rapidly
llowed, ordering its men to unload and man ships,
aded by scabs. Immediately the news was out, the
aployers knew they hac!wan and had nothing to fear
om the British trade unfon movemient. The strike
ntinued till February when the men gradually went
wck under conditions which denied them the right to
« the sympathetic*5trike. By isolating Dublin the
ritish labour leaders had helped the employers beat
& strike, and all but destroy the IT & GWU, inflict-
g a blow on the Irish labour movement from which
has hot to this day recovered, Nor was this the first
:t of strike breaking by Bri trade union leaders.
:xton had broken the fragi nity of Catholic and
-otestant workers built by Larkin in the 1907 Belfast
rike, had cxpelled Larkin from the Union, and
yomed the labour movement in Belfast to sectarian
ligious division. Taken together these two acts were
scisive in dividing the working class and tipping the
dance of Irish politics in favour of reaction in the
orth and conscrvative nationalism in the South.
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