








the sale of noble titles became a
lucrative source of revenue for the
state. But this also caused resent-
ment among the established nobility
against these “upstarts” and after the
middle of the 18th century, there was
increasing restriction placed on
bourgeois upward mobility. So an
increasingly wealthy class felt that
their social status did not correspond
to their importance in society.

The other factor pushing
French society towards revolu-
tion were the ideas of the
Enlightenment. Writers
like Voltaire and
Rousseau were chal-
lenging the established
dogmas of the old
society = They re-
examined philoso-
phy, religion and pol-
itics and rejected all
ideas which could
not be rationally
justified. In particu-
lar, they attacked the
privileges of the
nobility and the
church as well as the
doctrine of the “divine
right of kings”.
Edmund Burke, the
Anglo-Irish politician who
wrote the most famous con-
servative attack on the French
Revolution, singled out these
“philosophes” as the cause of all
the subsequent trouble.

Undoubtedly the popularisation of
the new thinking did play an impor-
tant role, but the revolution was the
result of a specific conjuncture as
well as the longer term factors out-
lined above, especially the increasing
social contradictions. In 1788, in one
of the recurring standoffs between
Louis XVI and the nobility, the king
was forced to agree to the calling of
the Estates General. This assembly of
the representatives of the three
estates had not met since 1614.

When the Estates General con-
vened in May 1789, the crisis entered
a new stage. The representatives of
the Third Estate, chosen in assem-
blies where all men had a vote and
various grievances were aired, were
almost all bourgeois professionals.
They were not prepared to simply be
a rubber stamp in the nobility’s dis-
pute with Louis XVI. When the king
appeared to threaten to dismiss the
Estates General, the Third Estate
constituted itself as a National
Assembly and refused to disperse.
The Parisian masses then rose up to
defend the Assembly.

Constitutional monarchy

Thus what began as a protest by the
nobility on taxation became a revolu-
tion of the bourgeoisie backed up by
the sans culottes. Meanwhile, the
peasants rose up and burned the
manor

English cartoon showing the “benefits”
of Ireland’s alliance with France.

rolls which listed all their debts to
the feudal landlords. The new
National Assembly soon abolished
the remaining feudal privileges of
the nobility and clergy. They also
issued on 26 August 1789 a
Declaration of the Rights of Man and
the Citizen which reflected the ideals
of the Enlightenment as well as echo-
ing the American Declaration of
Independence. These were also the
values that inspired the early United
Irishmen.

It is important to stress that in the
first stage of the French Revolution
which lasted through 1791, the
French bourgeoisie did not seek to
create a republic. Rather France was
a constitutional monarchy modelled
on Britain where the bourgeoisie had
already established its social domi-
nance in the 1600s. The Constitution
of 1791 enshrined these aims. But
before the ink was dry on this docu-
ment, the revolution was already
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beginning to take a more radical
turn.

There are several reasons for this.
The most important was the resis-
tance of the nobility to the new order.
Unlike Britain, where the aristocracy
by the 17th century had already
“cleared the land” of peasants and to
some extent transformed themselves
into capitalist farmers managing

sheep runs, the French aristocra-

cy still depended on taxing the

peasants for its livelihood. As

George Rudé points out:

The great majority [of
nobles] though
remaining in
France...were
never reconciled
to the new order
and, as a con-
stant focal point
of dissension,
sullen resent-
ment and suspi-
cion, provoked
the revolution-
ary authorities

to take ever
harsher and
more  vigorous
measures to

restrain their liber-
ties and keep them
in check.

Radicalisation

The king whom the nobility had
been fighting previously now
became their primary ally. In June
1791, Louis was caught trying to
escape France to join a royalist army
abroad. This was a very disillusion-
ing experience for many in the bour-
geoisie. But the final decisive factor
in radicalising the situation was the
outbreak of war between France and
Austria in April 1792.

By this stage a clear division had
emerged in the French bourgeoisie
between those who wanted to “stop”
the revolution and those who want to
overthrow the monarchy and estab-
lish a republic. The republican wing
through its political clubs like the
Jacobins also actively developed an
alliance with the sans culottes who
want the reestablishment of the right
to vote for all men—universal male
franchise—which had been restrict-
ed since 1789.

Events were pushed along in the
summer of 1792 as the war with
Austria began going badly for
France. The war also led to severe
inflation making bread almost unaf-
fordable and pushing the urban
masses towards revolt. In August
1792, the “second revolution” occurs
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as the sans culottes surround the
king’s Paris residence. A republic is
declared and in January 1793, Louis
XVI is executed. The following
month, Britain which had initially
welcomed the French Revolution pri-
marily because of the difficulties it
caused her major international foe,
declared war on the republic.

But having reestablished universal
male suffrage, a further split in the
republican bourgeoisie emerged. The
more moderate wing, the Girondins,
were hesitant about executing the
king while the radicals of the
Mountain, led by Robespierre, won
the allegiance of the sans culottes by
their determination on this point and
also by championing the popular
demands for a minimum wage and a
maximum price on bread. This more
radical wing seized power at the
beginning of June 1793 after the sans
culottes surrounded the National
Convention—as the Assembly now
called itself—and forced the “purg-
ing” of the Girondins.

The ascendancy of the Mountain
marks the most radical phase of the
French Revolution which lasts until
July 1794 when Robespierre is in turn
overthrown by more conservative
forces. The “Year Two of the
Republic” is remembered primarily
for the Terror which the regime used
against its opponents, symbolised by
the guillotine. But what is often lost
sight of is that, by this stage, France
faced not only external enemies but
also internal civil war, particularly
in the Vendée where a pro-royalist
Catholic rebellion was actively
aided by Britain. Most people killed
during the Terror were killed dur-
ing the suppression of such rebel-
lions which physically threatened
the very existence of the republic.
This, of course, does not alter the
fact that it was a very brutal period.
However, for many ordinary people
in Paris, the Year Two was remem-
bered as the period when “liberty,
equality and fraternity” came clos-
est to being realised. This is primar-
ily because Robespierre kept his
word and brought in the minimum
wage and the maximum on prices.

These measures may not seem so
radical today but it reflected a
degree of popular participation in
political administration which was
unprecedented. The role of the sans
culottes in the Paris Commune (the
city council) pointed towards the
socialist programme that the work-
ers should rule society. But it was
also unsustainable on the basis of
the level of economic development
which France had attained. The
bourgeoisie needed the sans
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culottes as an ally in the fight
against the enemies of the republic,
external and internal. But having
defeated these enemies, the need for
this alliance—with all its potential-
ly dangerous implications for the
rule of property—was removed and
the main wing of the bourgeoisie
moved to reestablish “law and
order”. Elections on the basis of
universal suffrage were not held
again in France until 1848. On the
other side, the sans culottes, a large
force in Paris but a small minority
of the population as a whole, were
far too weak on their own to estab-
lish their rule over society.

In subsequent decades, the Year
Two of the French Revolution
became the model for social radicals
including many socialists. But the

If the troops had
landed in Ireland
in December 1796,
despite the fact
that the United
Irishmen had not
been informed of
the date or
location of the
invasion, victory
was almost
certain.

alliance between the radical bour-
geoisie and the popular masses
proved largely impossible to
reestablish. The fight for democracy
became increasingly the fight of the
workers movement, particularly in
Britain where the Chartists
emerged in the 1840s as the first
mass workers’ party in modern his-
tory. Their central demand was uni-
versal male suffrage in a classic
bourgeois society where even after
the Reform Act of 1832 only 14% of
adult males had the right to vote!

ireland

The United Irishmen as one of the
many movements across Europe
inspired by the French revolution

went through a process of radicali-
sation which mirrored the radicali-
sation of the revolution itself.
Initially, the organisation demanded
radical reform of the Irish political
system including Catholic emanci-
pation. It was certainly not commit-
ted at this stage to the establishment
of an Irish republic through an
insurrection against English rule
backed by French arms. The shift to
the latter goals, as detailed in the
introduction to this pamphlet, came
as a result of the failure to secure
fundamental reform-symbolised by
the removal of Earl Fitzwilliam as
Lord Lijeutenant in February
1795-as well as the pressure of
external events, particularly
Britain’s declaration of war against
France. The United Irishmen, allies
of France, were now perceived as
enemies of the British state and
were treated as such.

But the other key factor in the
radicalisation of the United
Irishmen was the spread of social
republican ideas. Thomas Paine’s
The Rights of Man was the clearest
statement of these ideas. The sec-
ond part of this book calls for the
redistribution of income, the provi-
sion of child care benefits and old
age pensions. Again, these demands
which anticipate the post-Second
World War welfare state may not
seem particularly revolutionary
today. However, at the time, they
were viewed by conservatives as an
assault on the “rights of property”,
on the very foundations of their
social order. But it was precisely
these social demands, along with the

-call for universal suffrage, which

won the allegiance of artisans in
Belfast and Dublin-the Irish sans
culottes-to the United Irishmen.
Hence an alliance of social forces
quite similar to that which led to the
radical republic of 1792-4 in France
emerged in Ireland in the latter half
of the 1790s. And as the ballad at the
beginning of this article suggests,
the United Irishmen sought to
spread their ideas into Scotland and
England where United Scotsmen and
United Englishmen were estab-
lished. These organisation also
recruited heavily among artisan
workers.

The French connection

The other and more celebrated part
of the connection between Ireland
and France in this period was the
attempt to organise a French mili-
tary invasion to coincide with an
insurrection here. Informal con-
tacts between Irish radicals and



French ruling circles existed from
the early 1790s. However, a decisive
change occurred in late 1795 when
the leadership of the United
Irishmen-in the process of reorgan-
ising the movement-decided to send
Wolfe Tone to France with the aim
of securing a French commitment
to send an army to Ireland. It is
interesting to note that at least one
historian, Marianne Elliott, who
has written extensively on the con-
nection between the United
Irishmen and France, believes that
part of the motivation in seeking
French aid was fear that the Irish
“lower orders” could not be con-
trolled after a revolution:

The United Irishmen would
never consciously have encour-
aged catholic hopes of a reversal
of the land settlement, or risked
the possibility of a a catholic
revenge campaign against the
protestant dispossessors. They
were political rather than social
reformers...and their insistence
on the need for French military
assistance stemmed as much
from their fears of how the
catholic lower classes would con-
duct themselves in a rebellion as
from their desire for indepen-
dence from English rule.

Tone arrived in France in
February 1796, after a circuitous
trip via America. He immediately
made contact with the leading fig-
ures in the Directory, as the post-
Robespierre government was
known. Tone was very confident of
French assistance because of
promises made a French agent,
William Jackson, who had gone to
Ireland two years before. However,
from the standpoint of the French
government, no formal offer of sup-
port had ever been made. In general
their view was that military assis-
tance should be given to foreign rev-
olutionary movements once they
had taken power. Tone insisted,
however, that no rising would take
place until the French arrived.

The Directory took Tone’s propos-
als very seriously because their
intelligence confirmed that a mood
for revolution was indeed growing
rapidly in Ireland. They were also
naturally keen on any plan which
would weaken the position of
Britain with whom they were still
at war. The difficulty was that the
French republic was fighting on
more than one front and concentrat-
ing forces for an invasion of
Ireland—especially given the very
weak state of the French navy—was
no easy matter.

Fortunately for Tone, he found an

ally in Lazare Hoche, one of revolu-
tionary France’s most brilliant
young generals. Hoche was certain-
ly motivated by enormous personal
ambition. His main rival was
Bonaparte who at the end of 1799
was to overthrow the Directory and
subsequently crown himself
Emperor. But unlike many in the
Directory leadership, Hoche was a
committed republican and he want-
ed to see the Irish revolution suc-
ceed on principle.

Invasion

After many difficulties and delays,
Hoche finally managed to assemble
a force of 46 ships carrying 14,450
troops and over 41,000 weapons. A
further force of 15,000 reinforce-
ments was also being assembled.
On 16 December 1796, the force
sailed from Brest. The troops were
“in high spirits, firmly convinced of
a warm welcome in Ireland; they
sang patriotic songs about the
French releasing the Irish from
bonda:)ge and seemed certain of vic-
tory.”

If the troops had landed in
Ireland, despite the fact that the
United Irishmen had not been
informed of the date or location of
the invasion, victory was almost
certain. The United Irishmen, espe-
cially in Ulster, were reasonably
well armed, much of the govern-
ment militia had taken the United
oath and there were nowhere near
enough regular troops to defeat
both the French and the very large
part of the population which would
certainly have risen to support
them.

However, due to a series of tragic
accidents and blunders, there was
no landing. The French fleet easily
made it through the English naval
blockade but Hoche’s ship became
separated from the others in a
storm. Most captains of the other
vessels had not been given clear
instructions on where to land due to
Hoche’s desire to preserve maxi-
mum secrecy. Upon arriving in
Bantry Bay, the remaining force,
seeing no welcome from the
shore-and with still no sign of
Hoche-waited a couple of days, and
returned to France.

After this fiasco, any further
attempt to land a major force in
Ireland were made even more compli-
cated. Hoche died in 1797 and when
Tone tried to persuade Bonaparte to
lead a force to Ireland in early 1798,
the latter decided to attack British
interests by leading a campaign to
Egypt instead. In the end, when rebel-
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lion in Ireland did break out, a small
force was organised under Humbert,
which landed in Killala, County
Mayo, in August. But with the United
Irishmen having been decisively
defeated by this stage, this force had
little hope of success and was rapid-
ly defeated.

The strategic orientation of the
United Irishmen towards a French
invasion must be seen as a mixed
blessing for the prospects of a suc-
cessful Irish rebellion. Obviously,
the near-success of December 1796
would seem to justify this orienta-
tion. Furthermore, the failure of
Hoche’s expedition, far from dis-
heartening the United Irishmen
actually contributed to the enor-
mous growth of the movement in
early 1797. Loyalists realising all
too well how near they had come to
defeat were in a state of enormous
panic.

But as 1797 wore on, the insis-
tence of the leadership of the
United Irishmen on waiting for
another French landing probably
squandered the best opportunity for
a successful rebellion. For as the
French failed to materialise, the
government regrouped and began a
systematic programme of repres-
sion against the United organisa-
tion, particularly in its Ulster
stronghold. Sectarianism was delib-
erately stoked and the more faint-
hearted elements began to drift
away. It is a very dangerous busi-
ness to begin a revolution and not
carry it through at the most oppor-
tune point. Timing is everything in
politics but tragically the United
Irishmen waited too long to make
their move and paid a terrible price.

The United Irishmen were a con-
sciously internationalist force
inspired by the most profoundly
revolutionary events the world had
yet seen. Whatever their weakness-
es, if there is one thing that social-
ists can draw inspiration from, it is
this spirit of thoroughgoing
internationalism. And it is worth
pondering how close Irish history
came to taking quite a different
direction in December 1796. So
much for the idea that the way
things are is “inevitable”.
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Rewriting 1798

t has often been said that his-

tory is written by the win-
ners and that the losers are
erased from the page. One of
the great historians of the
twentieth century, the socialist
E. P. Thompson, used the
phrase the “condescension of
posterity” to describe how
early British radicals and
trade unionists were treated by
those who wrote about the late
eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. This has also
happened in regard to the
many forgotten people in Irish
history who failed to fit into
the “nationalist” or “unionist”
moulds.

However, this has not happened
in the case of 1798. Rather what
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A hostile depiction of rebels piking loyalists on Wexford Bridge.

Remembering and

has been distorted are the nature
of the United Irish movement
itself, the response of the authori-
ties and the character of the years
leading up to the Rising. In fact
long before 1998 and the deluge of
books, pamphlets and magazines
devoted to commemorating 1798
there was a “paper war” with per-
spectives ranging from the ultra-
loyalist to the ultra-nationalist
and the radical response to this
debate.

1798 and the Act of Union

The insurrection of 1798 and the
Act of Union of 1800 have long—
and rightly—been seen as inti-
mately linked. From the stand-
point of the British ruling class,

by Eoin Magennis

the act was part of the process of
preventing another rebellion or
civil war. And this is exactly how
historians of the nineteenth cen-
tury described the events. Much of
the private and official correspon-
dence that was published from the
1830s onwards presented British
politicians such as Lord
Cornwallis, viceroy of Ireland
from 1789-1801, and his colleague,
Lord Castlereagh, as attempting
to save the Irish from themselves.
As these two men were the archi-
tects of the Act of Union, includ-
ing the bribery and persuasion
that went with selling such a mea-
sure to Catholic and Protestant
elites, then their views of the sav-
agery of rebels and government
supporters alike in 1798 became a



key part of the British analysis of
the 1790s and the need for Union.
“Benevolent imperalism” was all
the rage in Victorian England as
summed up in James Anthony
Froude’s three volumes, The
English in Ireland in the
Eighteenth Century.

Loyalist accounts

Irish commentators, on the
other hand, did not at all agree on
the nature of the connection
between 1798 and the Act of
Union. The ultra-loyalist argu-
ment was made very soon after
the rebellion had been crushed.
This centred on the assertion that
the Rising was another instal-
ment in a long-running “popish
plot” to exterminate Protestants.
Loyalists sought to use such argu-
ments to persuade British minis-
ters during 1799-1800 that the Act
of Union should not be accompa-
nied by Catholic emancipation.
Contemporary pamphlets that
made these points bore names
like Union or Not? By an
Orangeman.

By the end of 1799, an ultra-loy-
alist Munster Protestant landlord,
Sir Richard Musgrave, began col-
lecting materials for his huge his-
tory of the rebellion. The queries
that he sent out made it very clear
that he would focus on the role of
Catholics and their clergy and the
sectarian intent of the rebels to
kill all the Protestants they could
get their hands on. The people
that he sought depositions from
were also those who could be
relied upon to give the “correct”
answers to his queries. They were
often Anglican clergymen of a
conservative bent or else magis-
trates with Orange links from
Wexford and Wicklow who could
provide harrowing stories of mas-
sacres and murders.

All of this material came togeth-
er in the massive Memoirs of the
Various Rebellions in Ireland pub-
lished in 1801 and selling out three
editions by 1803. Musgrave set the
tone for later loyalist versions of
1798 with the horrors of
Scullabogue and Wexford Bridge
placed in the context of massacres
of Protestants in Portadown in
1641 and more recent attacks on
Munster landlords by agrarian
secret societies like the
Whiteboys.

In other words, the United Irish

rebellion was just another chapter
in the sectarian history of Ireland
caused by Catholics being unable
to co-exist with neighbours they
saw as heretics. In this account all

The Catholic
Bishop of Ferns,
James Caulfield,
writing in 1799,
dismissed those
clergy involved in
the rebellion, like
John Murphy and
John Martin, as
being drunks who
were the “very
faeces of the
church”.

visions of “liberty, equality and
fraternity” go out the window.

Other early accounts

This version of events did not go
unchallenged by Musgrave’s co-
religionists, many of whom
believed that the Orangemen and
other loyalists had provoked the
rebellion by their pitch-capping
and other various other forms of
torture and oppression. An
Anglican bishop in the West of
Ireland, Joseph Stock, published a
sympathetic account of the rising
in Mayo and Leitrim which denied
the idea that the rebellion had
been aimed at wiping out
Protestantism. In 1800, this was a
brave attempt to deny the sectari-
an nature of 1798 and to raise the
liberal banner.

At that stage, Henry Grattan,
the leader of the “Patriot” wing in
the Irish parliament, had just
emerged from a bruising pam-
phlet battle where he had been
accused (possibly correctly) of
having taken the United Irish oath
in 1798. But Protestant liberals
were also divided over the Act of
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Union. Stock’s version of events
may have had some initial support
but with the Emmet rebellion of
1803 and the increasing associa-
tion of nationalism with the
Catholic middle classes and the
Catholic hierarchy itself,
Protestant liberals were driven
increasingly onto the defensive
over the following decades.

The Grattanite Patriots were
not the only people concerned
with defending their reputations
and distancing themselves from
the United Irishmen. The Catholic
Church which from the beginning
was opposed to any attempt to
import the secular ideas of the
French Revolution into Ireland
was engaged in the same exercise.
The bishop of Ferns, James
Caulfield, whose diocese included
Wexford, was first into print with
a pseudonymous pamphlet in 1799
entitled A Vindication of the
Roman Catholic Clergy of the town
of Wexford during the late unhap-
py rebellion. Caulfield dismissed
those clergy involved in the rebel-
lion, like John Murphy and John
Martin, as being drunks who were
the “very faeces of the church”.

The bishop’s approach, support-
ed by Archbishop Troy of Dublin,
was to downplay any activity by
United Irishmen in Leinster and
to play up the role of oppression
and provocation of deferential
and submissive Catholics by the
Orange Order and government
forces.

This approach was the one also
taken by Daniel O’Connell in his
Catholic Association days where
he emphasised the loyalty of his
co-religionists driven to rebellion
by Orange terror. To hammer this
point home it had to be made clear
that the United Irish movement
was a predominantly
Presbyterian one and that they
had fled the field leaving Catholics
to their fate. To add insult to
injury, in O’Connell’s rendition,
these same Presbyterians who
were United Irishmen in the 1790s
by the 1820s and 1830s had become
violent Orangemen.

Young Ireland

The next stage in the writing and
rewriting of 1798 came in the
1840s when the Young Ireland
movement, led by Thomas Davis,
emerged to challenge Daniel
O’Connell’s conservative Catholic
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nationalism. By identifying them-
selves explicitly with the United
Irishmen, the Young Irelanders
laid the basis for putting the “men
of ‘98” in the pantheon of nation-
alist heroes.

R. R. Madden’s seven-volume
The United Irishmen, their Lives
and Times, published in the 1840s,
and the publication of memoirs
by leading rebels, from James
Hope to Thomas Addis Emmet,
helped to fuel the revived interest
in the rebellion. But the new
interpretation favoured by mili-
tant nationalists, including the
Young Irelanders in the 1840s and
the Fenians after 1865, both
romanticised and depoliticised
what had happened.

A blurb for this interpretation
might read: romantic rebels, fired
up by events in France, seek unity
of all Irishmen but tragically fail
due to spies and repression. The
arrest and fatal shooting of Lord
Edward Fitzgerald, the death of
Tone and the execution of the
“Man from God knows where”,
Thomas Russell, all add to this
picture.
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“United Irishmen in training” - caricature which appeared in London newspapers in 1798.

The Catholic Church, fearing
the challenge from Fenianism,
sought to challenge the new cult of
‘98. Father Patrick Kavanagh’s
Popular History of the
Insurrection of 1798, harking
back to O’Connell, portrayed the
United Irishmen as no more that a
short-lived secret society who had
left the field before a defensive
rebellion by Catholics provoked
by Orange terror happened,
almost spontaneously. This cleri-
cally-approved interpretation
pushed the priests of Wexford to
the forefront as the real heroes of
the rebellion. Thus Father
Murphy, in Oliver Sheppard’s stat-
ue, points a young Wexford pike-
man towards his glorious death at
Vinegar Hill.

This interpretation also suited
the leadership of the constitution-
al Catholic nationalist Irish
Parliamentary Party (IPP) in the
run up to the centenary of the
rebellion in 1898. The IPP leader-
ship, seeking to revive itself after
the Parnell split of 1891-2, natural-
ly wanted to wrap itself in the
mantle of ‘98 as presented by

Father Kavanagh.

Of course, in all of this, the role
of the Northern Presbyterians
was now almost forgotten, espe-
cially in Ulster itself where the
centenary was hardly marked at
all. The Kavanagh version of 1798
allowed those in Ulster who did
not want to remember the time
when Protestants had been divid-
ed over issues of loyalty and
democracy to bury inconvenient
memories.

Hence it can be seen that distor-
tion of the nature of the United
Irishmen and the 1798 Rising
began early and continued on all
sides. Some would say that such
debates which can be found in
relation to many great historical
events prove that there is no real
truth in history, just a host of pro-
pagandistic “interpretations”. We
certainly would not draw this con-
clusion. While it may not be possi-
ble to produce a purely “objective”
history, it is still possible to dis-
tinguish fact from fiction. But in
order to do this, it is vital to
analyse every account in order to
see clearly its bias, including its



class bias.’
Revisionism

The debate on 1798 in recent times
has been heavily affected by the
“revisionist” attack on the nation-
alist writing of Irish history. This
attack which is popularly associ-
ated with the work of Conor
Cruise O’Brien beginning in the
1960s was not without its merits
but its weaknesses were particu-
larly evident in regards to the
United Irishmen. Viewing Irish

But Connolly goes
on to point out
that despite
Tone’s desire for
independence
Jrom Britain, he
also sought the
union of the
peoples of both
islands against
their native
aristocracies and
monarchy.

society as inevitably divided into
two sectarian camps—at the
extreme, it was argued that Ulster
Protectants constituted a separate
nation historically—the revision-
ists saw the United Irishmen as at
best doomed to failure.

They were romantic utopians
leading the Catholic Defenders
into what became in practice a
sectarian bloodbath, especially in
Wexford. At worst, the United
Irish leadership, infected by a
dangerous totalitarian Jacobin
ideology, helped to lay the basis
for IRA terrorism. The revision-
ists wound up identifying more
with Edmund Burke and Daniel
O’Connell, both bitter enemies of
the French Revolution, than with
Wolfe Tone or Jemmy Hope.
Whatever the motivations of indi-
vidual historians, revisionism

was in vogue because it suited the
Southern establishment which
was seeking to distance itself
from its revolutionary origins
while adopting a more
“European” image.

New work, however, challenges
both “revisionism” and the more
traditional views of a sponta-
neous rising of Catholic peasants
against Orange oppression with
the United Irishmen already side-
lined. Some historians now
emphasise that there was a defi-
nite plan.

The rebellion was to begin in

" Dublin and spread outwards but

this failed due to betrayals (and
incompetence) in the -capital.
Thus Wexford and Wicklow were
part of a strategy and not a des-
perate response to oppression.
Ulster would have risen earlier
but for bad communication and
disagreements over having a
rebellion without the French land-
ing. In other words, far from the
Leinster rebellion being led by
Catholic priests, it was a United
Irish affair.

Secondly there is the issue of
politicisation. Those historians
who dominate the television
screens in 1998, like Kevin Whelan
and Tom Bartlett, make the point
that the United Irish project,
inspired by the French
Revolution, was to bring politics
to every village and to combat the
sectarianism associated with the
past. This project was enlightened
and democratic and this, it is
argued, should not be lost sight of
in the tales of battles and mas-
sacres in 1798.

Thirdly, the sectarianism which
the United Irishmen sought to
eradicate from society was pre-
cisely the poison which the
administration in Dublin Castle
and London sought to inject into
the situation to divide Protestant,
Catholic and Dissenter from one
another. Thus the government set
up Maynooth in 1795 and from
that year gave first secret and
then open support to the Orange
Order. While not entirely dismiss-
ing the potential importance of
French aid, the Irish context of
the rebellion is rightfully restored
and the ideas of the United Irish
movement become not foreign but
indigenous once more.

Without for a moment taking
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away from the work done by
Whelan and Bartlett and others in
nailing many of the lies about the
United Irishmen, it is worth point-
ing out that many of these points
were made in the early part of
this century by Ireland’s greatest
socialist, James Connolly. Already
in 1898 at the time of the cente-
nary, Connolly had challenged the
distortions of the 1798 legacy by
Father Kavanagh and the IPP, He
produced a set of 1798 readings in
order to popularise the real views
of the United Irishmen in their
own words.

James Connolly

Connolly’s most developed analy-
sis of 1798, however, is contained
in his major 1910 work, Labour in
Irish History. The sixteen chap-
ters, written in lecture style,
addressed the successive betray-
als of Ireland, not by the
Protestant Ascendancy or the
British government but by
Ireland’s own nationalist elite.
Right from the foreword, it was
clear just what Connolly was
arguing:

“...we have in Ireland for over
250 years the remarkable phe-
nomenon of Irishmen of the
upper and middle classes urg-
ing upon the Irish toilers as a
sacred national and religious
duty the necessity of main-
taining a social order against
which their Gaelic forefathers
had struggled, despite prison
cells, famine and the sword for
over 400 years.”

Connolly opposed both constitu-
tional nationalists who explicitly
acecepted the social system which
underlay British imperialism as
well as the “physical-force” repub-
licans who for the most part put
all discussion of social questions
off the agenda until after indepen-
dence from Britain had been
achieved. In Connolly’s view the
only consistent force in the strug-
gle for Irish freedom was the Irish
working class. All other classes
had partially or completely sold
out. The fight for independence in
order to succeed had to become
not just a fight against British
rule but against the capitalist
social order itself. This was also
the only way to break the alle-
giance of Protestant workers to
“their” bosses.
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Connolly viewed the United
Irishmen as serious revolutionar-
ies who came far closer to suc-
ceeding than subsequent accounts
suggested. It was precisely this
point that the “moderate”, well-
heeled nationalist leaders sitting
in Westminster wished to cover
up. In his account of the rebellion
in Labour in Irish History,
Connolly contrasts the bravery of
the insurgents with the poor per-
formance of the British army reg-
ulars, despite their numbers and
weaponry. This allows Connolly to
make the point that had the
United Irish plans worked and a
nation-wide insurrection
occurred, then the military defeat
of Britain could have been effect-
ed. That is certainly very different
from Kavanagh’s view of a sponta-
neous Catholic peasant uprising
and is far closer to the more
recent scholarship. Connolly goes
on to argue that the battle for
democracy was won and lost on
the high seas. Here United Irish
agents sent into the British fleet
had successfully recruited large
numbers of sailors.

Fitting to this interpretation of
the United Irishmen as princi-
pled revolutionaries is the title of
the chapter in Labour and Irish
History which described them as
“democrats and international-
ists”. Connolly went on to quote
approvingly from Jemmy Hope in
1798:

Och Paddies, my hearties,

have done wid your parties,

Let men of all creeds and pro-

fessions agree,

If Orange and Green, min, no

longer were seen, min,

Och, naboclis, how aisy ould

Ireland we’d free

Connolly argues that besides
denominational or religious
divides within Ireland there were
social divisions between rich and
poor. The time was ripe to unite
ordinary Protestants and
Catholics. Tone sought to spread
the message of unity by demand-
ing equal representation for all
in the Irish parliament. But
Connolly goes on to point out
that despite Tone’s desire for
independence from Britain, he
also sought the union of the peo-
ples of both islands against their
native aristocracies and monar-
chy. In Connolly’s words, the
United Irishmen organisation:
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“...understood that the Irish
fight for liberty was but part
of the world-wide upward
march of the human race,
and hence allied itself with
the revolutionists of Great
Britain as well as those of
France, and it said little
about ancient glories, and
much about modern
misery.”3
Thus Irish socialists in 1910
and not nationalists should be
the ones claiming Tone’s mantle.
In this regard, it has to be said
that Connolly exaggerated Tone’s
social radicalism, describing
him as an advocate of “class
war” and quoting approvingly
his motto that the United
Irishmen would base themselves
on the “men of no property”. In
reality, Tone was an advocate of a
war against the aristocracy in
order to establish a bourgeois
social order. But, like the French
revolutionary Jacobins, he saw the
necessity for an alliance between
the bourgeoisie and the “lower
orders” to achieve this. However,
one can certainly agree with
Connolly in his description of the
latter-day nationalists:
...all of his [Tone’s] present
day followers constantly tram-
ple upon and repudiate every
one of [his] principles and
reject them as a possible guide
to their political activity.” 4

Commemorations

One can usefully compare the
“remembering” of 1798 to the
ways in which the Easter Rising of
1916 has been commemorated by
“nationalist Ireland”. In 1966, on
the 50th anniversary of the Rising,
the Southern state, led by de
Valera put on a massive, aggres-
sively nationalist pageant, com-
plete with military parade. In 1991,
on the 75th anniversary, on the
other hand, there was virtually no
official commemoration in the
South, as the bourgeoisie sought
to put as much political distance
as possible between itself and the
Provisional IRA. The “revisionist”
school of history was then at its
height.

As we have seen, the remember-
ing of 1798 has gone through even
more violent swings. In 1898, the
Irish Parliamentary Party and the
Catholic Church sought to wrap
themselves in the mantle of 1798

to justify a conservative, clerical-
ist nationalism. This could have
no appeal to the descendants of
the Dissenter rebels of the previ-
ous century. But in 1998, the
“peace process” is in bloom, the
Celtic Tiger roars and an assertive
bourgeoisie finds it convenient to
rediscover Wolfe Tone and his
comrades as the forefathers of a
more tolerant, secular national
identity. This is all connected to
the much-ballyhooed—and essen-
tially non-existent—reconciliation
between the North’s “traditions”.

So now it suits for a more truth-
ful portrayal of the United
Irishmen to be popularised. The
republicans, of course, have their
own reasons for commemorating
1798, none of them to do with his-
torical accuracy. Interesting as the
new research is, however, many of
the points made are not new for
socialists as they echo arguments
outlined by Connolly nearly a cen-
tury ago. It is precisely because
socialists have had no stake in
either Orange or Green mytholo-
gy that we have been able to look
more objectively at Irish history.

1998, of course, is not just a year
of historical commemorations.
An enormous crisis has opened
up in the world economy and
many capitalist commentators
have suddenly discovered that 150
years ago Karl Marx had a far bet-
ter understanding than they of
the workings of their system.

Marx and Connolly may now be
acknowledged (the latter implicit-
ly) as having had some very inter-
esting things to say. But for them
analysing historical develop-
ments or the workings of the
economy were not ends in them
selves. Rather, they saw scientific
knowledge as the key to charting
a path towards a socialist society.
We intend to use the new knowl-
dege about 1798 towards the same
end.
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