
“We Only Want the Earth”

THE WorkErs’ ParTy

THE WORKERS PARTY

THE WORKERS PARTY

1916 – 2016: Then and Now



2



3

Introduction

The centenary of the 1916 Rising offers an opportunity to reflect on the aims of 
the men and women of 1916, on the nature of the Rising, on its legacy, and on 
its relevance for the ongoing struggle to build a democratic, secular, socialist 
unitary state on the island of Ireland – a Republic.

Writing 25 years ago, for the 75th anniversary of the Rising, Tomás Mac Giolla 
noted how important it was for the Workers’ Party and its members to remember 
those who had carried on the struggle for democracy, against sectarianism, and 
to build a better future for the people of no property. 

“We have built our own party with our own policies, our own dreams and 
visions of the future. We are a party with our feet planted firmly in the present 
and our eyes fixed on a future which we have clearly mapped out. But the 
modern structures which we have so painfully erected are built on the very 
solid foundations set down for us in the past by men like Tone and Connolly.

“We do not necessarily agree with everything these men said, or everything 
they did, any more than we agree today with everything we ourselves said or 
did in the past. But we can understand the context in which those things were 
said and done and we realise that all of them were part of our historical and 
political development. It was the events of our past and the struggles of our 
past that made us the people and the party we are today.”

In approaching the past in this spirit, Mac Giolla was echoing the views of 
James Connolly, who said that those who sought to merely imitate Tone were 
“forgetting that Tone’s greatness lay in the fact that he imitated nobody … while 
changed conditions do necessitate changed methods of realising an ideal, they 
do not necessarily involve the abandonment of that ideal, if in itself good.” While 
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others worshipped both the ideas and methods of the past, Connolly stated that 
“Socialist Republicans … go beyond it to a fuller ideal”, suited to the world in 
which they lived.

The dialectical approach to the past adopted by both Connolly and Mac 
Giolla is what allowed them to develop the nature of revolutionary politics and 
organisation within Ireland. Rather than be hidebound by the traditions of which 
they were part, they took what was best within them, and developed them in line 
with changing political, social, and economic conditions. Whereas Tone and the 
United Irishmen sought to overturn the aristocracy in the name of the people, 
both Connolly and Mac Giolla acted in accordance with the same fundamental 
truth: “only the working class remain as the incorruptible inheritors of the fight 
for freedom in Ireland”.  

100 years after 1916, the fact remains that real freedom for the people of Ireland 
can only come through building the socialist alternative, placing economic and 
political power in the hands of the working class. 

When we look at 1916 today, we need to look at the past guided by the same 
principles as Connolly and Mac Giolla. Sympathetic to the revolutionaries of the 
past, we must not be blind to their faults and mistakes any more than to our own. 
This involves examining the men and women of 1916, their thoughts and their 
actions, in context, and extracting the lessons that are most relevant for us today 
in the ongoing struggle to build socialism. That is the best way to honour them.

 

Fairytales of 1916

The disputes over the meaning and memory of 1916 began virtually as soon as 
the last shot was fired, and they have continued ever since. Generally speaking, 
the interpretations offered have had very little to do with the ideas and motives 
of the men and women of 1916, reflecting instead a desire to use the memory 
of the Rising to make a point about contemporary politics. And, overwhelmingly, 
they have sought to downplay the class, socialist and progressive aspects of 
the Rising, usually to bolster conservative and sectarian politics of one form or 
another. This has been true of people as diverse as the Blueshirts, De Valera, 
Ruairí Ó Brádaigh, and Ruth Dudley Edwards – it suits all of them to promote the 
same falsehoods about the Rising, and especially the role of James Connolly 
and the Irish Citizen Army within it.

These fairytales of 1916 have a number of themes that seek to distort, misrepresent 
and falsify the context for the Rising. They include the following: that the Rising 
brought the gun into Irish politics; that the Rising was an undemocratic, quasi-
fascist putsch; that the Rising provided legitimacy for sectarian terrorism; that the 
aim of 1916 was to create a Catholic nationalist state; and that James Connolly 
had abandoned socialism and embraced nationalism.

During the Troubles, with the Provisionals and other violent nationalists claiming 
that their mandate for a campaign rejected by the people of Ireland was the 
same as that of 1916, a strand of conservative commentators within the media, 
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aided by some on the left, popularised the idea that the Rising was not only 
carried out without a mandate, but that those involved had contempt for the 
very idea of democracy. According to them, the leaders of 1916 were a gang of 
militarists who had more in common with the Fascists who would emerge after 
the end of the First World War than with democratic politics. Real democratic 
politics in Ireland, according to them, were to be found in the Irish Parliamentary 
Party (the Home Rulers) led by John Redmond and the government, the forces 
of law and order. 

Funnily enough, we never hear these people speak about the reality of 
imperialism for millions of Africans and Asians, and the only time they speak of 
World War One seems to be to point out how marvellous it was that Protestants 
and Catholics from Ireland fought together on the Western Front. The millions of 
dead, the barbarism that motivated the war, the exploitation of continents and 
peoples in the pursuit of profit all go unremarked.

These same people often also claim that the Rising was always intended as 
a blood sacrifice, an act of Catholic martyrdom in service of a romantic and 
mystical vision conceived by poets, dreamers, and social misfits. As Tomás Mac 
Giolla noted in 1991, this is “a huge sham and a lie … an insult to everyone who 
participated and in particular to the Dublin working classes.” 

The idea that Connolly abandoned socialism for nationalism was first popularised 
by Sean O’Casey, with whom Connolly had fallen out. Since then, it has been used 
by those seeking to deny the relevance of Connolly’s politics to the later struggle 
for socialism, and to undercut his reputation as Ireland’s greatest Marxist. 

Such fairytales, spread by a range of forces from ultra-right to ultra-left, obscure 
the true nature of 1916.
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The Background to the Rising: Imperialism

Understanding the Rising means understanding the Ireland of the time, but also 
the world in which it took place. That means understanding imperialism, and the 
rivalry between the different imperial powers for control of the territory, markets 
and natural resources of Africa and Asia. 

The French statesman Léon Gambetta summed up succinctly one of the main 
reasons for the explosion of imperial expansion by the European powers, 
especially the UK, France and Germany, in the era beginning in the 1880s with 
what is commonly known as the “Scramble for Africa”. “To remain a great nation 
or to become one”, Gambetta said, “you must colonise.” 

This was a theory taken to heart by the ruling class of all of Europe’s great 
powers (the UK, France, Russia, Germany and Austria-Hungary). While Russia 
and Austria-Hungry concentrated their efforts at expansion in Europe and Asia, 
the UK, France and later Germany sought what Kaiser Wilhelm II referred to as 
their “place in the sun”. 

The scale of European colonial expansion was breathtaking, and is best 
illustrated by the following maps of Asia and Africa in 1914, the year the First 
World War broke out.
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Despite the emergence of an imperialist rhetoric designed to hide the reality of 
what was going on – the so-called “White Man’s Burden”, the idea of spreading 
civilisation and/or Christianity – the reality was that the motivations of imperialism 
were entirely selfish. Asia and especially Africa were seen as possessing vast 
riches in natural resources like rubber, oil, gold and diamonds, and the purpose of 
imperialism was to seize control of them and ensure that they primarily benefited 
the economy of whatever power controlled a given area.  

No finer example of this existed than southern Africa, where Dutch imperialists 
displaced and oppressed the African population only to be forced inland 
by British imperialists who wanted control of the lucrative coastal trade for 
themselves. The Boers subsequently expanded the diamond trade, and were 
left in possession of the territory inland by the British while both groups made 
money from the trade. Once it seemed that the Boers would instead ship their 
profitable goods out via a German-financed railway and German territory, British 
imperialists engineered war with the Boers, and took them under their control. 
Needless to say, the oppression of the African population continued regardless, 
and in fact worsened under British rule. It was the racism he experienced when 
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working in South Africa that put Mahatma Gandhi on the road to confrontation 
with imperial authorities.

Cecil Rhodes, the driving force behind British expansion in southern Africa, 
saw another purpose for imperialism, one that demonstrated how it served 
the interests of the ruling class at home as well as abroad. Rhodes recalled his 
reaction to having attended a meeting of the unemployed in the east end of 
London where the demand that the poor share in the wealth of the country was 
made. “I became more than ever convinced of the importance of imperialism 
... My cherished idea is a solution for the social problem, i.e., in order to save 
the 40,000,000 inhabitants of the United Kingdom from a bloody civil war, we 
colonial statesmen must acquire new lands to settle the surplus population, to 
provide new markets for the goods produced in the factories and mines. The 
Empire, as I have always said, is a bread and butter question. If you want to avoid 
civil war, you must become imperialists.”

In other words, imperialism represented a means to combat the growth of 
socialism at home.  

Conquest was often extremely brutal and bloody, with their superior technology 
enabling Europeans to defeat much larger African forces. A major battle fought 
for control of Sudan, for example, saw 48 British troops killed but perhaps as many 
as 11,000 Sudanese opponents. Added to the violence was the damage done to 
local populations by the disruption to existing states, societies and patterns of 
production, by European diseases, and by profiteering at the expense of the 
health of the colonised (most notoriously, opium in China). The death toll ran into 
many millions.

The most notorious example of the mistreatment of Africans by European 
colonists was found in the Belgian Congo, which was until 1908 the personal 
colony of Leopold II, King of the Belgians. So outrageous was the treatment of 
the people of the Congo, especially those working in the rubber industry, that 
it turned Roger Casement – himself a colonial official – against imperialism. 
Ironically, his exposure of the abuses of Africans by Belgian imperialists led to 
him being made a knight of the British empire. Famously, it was the practice of the 
Belgians to cut the hands off workers, including children, not producing enough 
(as seen below). Of course, had Casement exposed some of the practices of the 
UK’s own experience, his treatment would have been rather different.
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Ireland and the British Empire

Ireland’s relationship with the British Empire at the time of the Rising was far from 
straightforward. While Ireland had undoubtedly been colonised centuries before, 
and while its government retained colonial aspects, it must not be ignored that 
Ireland and Irish people also played a major role within the British Empire, as 
politicians, administrators, and soldiers. In fact, the major figures of constitutional 
nationalism in the nineteenth century – Daniel O’Connell and Charles Stewart 
Parnell – were not opposed to the existence of the British Empire. Rather, they 
wanted Ireland to get a greater share of its profits. In Parnell’s own words, Home 
Rule would “consolidate [the Empire] and increase its strength.” It was those 
who held true to the separatist traditions of republicanism who were the real 
opponents of the British Empire in Ireland.

John Redmond, the leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party (Home Rulers) 
between 1900 and 1918, took Irish constitutional nationalism’s support for the 
British Empire to new heights – or, to be more accurate, new depths. Redmond 
deliberately cast Home Rule as an imperial project. Echoing Parnell, he said that 
Ireland ought to be “the strongest arm of the Empire”, and would become so 
with Home Rule. In 1912, during the debate on the Third Home Rule Bill, he told 
the House of Commons that “we want to have our Imperial patriotism as well as 
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our local imperialism.” Following the outbreak of war, Redmond wrote to Asquith, 
the prime minister, that the war “undoubtedly is the greatest opportunity that has 
ever occurred in the history of Ireland to win the Irish people to loyalty to the 
Empire.” 

The example the Irish Parliamentary Party and its supporters chose to illustrate 
their vision of Home Rule was a telling one. As the Freeman’s Journal, the 
newspaper closest to Redmond, put it: “The British Empire justifies its position 
as the champion of human liberty and national freedom in this war because it 
has upheld these lofty principles in its own domestic policy … South Africa is the 
shining example of that wise and healing policy.”

In other words, the government of a colony built upon the most vicious racism 
and oppression of the people was a model that they aspired to follow. The local 
middle class made money, the Empire and the ruling class in the UK benefited 
from the exploitation of the population and its resources, and the military crushed 
any opposition. 

This was not a political vision about human liberation, about democracy, or even 
about the rights of small nations. It was a political vision built upon the hope of 
getting a bigger slice of the pie made from the oppression of peoples on other 
continents. Nor was it a political vision rooted in peace. It was perfectly prepared 
to advocate and use violence against the peoples of Africa and Asia, and in 
defence of the economic interests of the bourgeoisie, in Ireland and throughout 
the rest of the Empire. 

On 20th September 1914, Redmond committed his supporters to joining the 
imperialist war. He claimed the war was undertaken “in defence of the highest 
principles of religion and morality and right”, and insisted that staying at home was 
not enough. They had to go and fight and die “wherever the firing line extends”. 
This speech cost thousands their lives as up to 100,000 of his supporters joined 
up. 

When John Redmond and Edward Carson told tens of thousands of people from 
Ireland to go and fight, it was to fight to expand the greatest empire the world 
had ever seen.
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World War One: The Imperialist War

Imperial rivalry led directly to World War One. Imperial rivalry between the UK and 
Germany saw the UK forge an alliance with two countries that had traditionally 
been its enemies, France and Russia. In other words, the UK’s reaction to the 
threat to its economic and military position represented by German economic 
power, the growing German navy, and German imperial expansion reversed 
centuries of international relations in Europe. The alliance system among the 
competing imperialist powers – France, the UK and Russia on the one hand, and 
Germany and Austria-Hungary on the other – turned a conflict in the Balkans into 
a world war. So intense was imperialist competition, that had Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand never been shot, something else would have led to the first world war.

It was V.I. Lenin who best understood the nature of imperialism, and the 
relationship between imperialism and war. His Imperialism: The Highest Stage 
of Capitalism, published in 1916, analysed both how imperialism was a particular 
advanced form of capitalism, and how imperialist competition led the great 
powers into the greatest and most destructive war history up to that time had 
ever seen. 

In Lenin’s own words, written for a later translation, the pamphlet proved “that 
the war of 1914-18 was imperialist (that is, an annexationist, predatory, war of 
plunder) on the part of both sides; it was a war for the division of the world”.

What marked out the era before the war, Lenin noted, was that “capitalism has 
grown into a world system of colonial oppression and of the financial strangulation 
of the overwhelming majority of the population of the world by a handful of 
“advanced” countries. And this “booty” is shared between two or three powerful 
world plunderers armed to the teeth (America, Great Britain, Japan), who are 
drawing the whole world into their war over the division of their booty.” 

In 1848, in the Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels had noted the globalising 
nature of modern capitalism: “It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to 
adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it 
calls civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one 
word, it creates a world after its own image.”

Lenin was analysing the consequences of the fact that the bourgeoisie of the 
advanced countries – the five great European powers, the United States and 
Japan – had within a few short decades of 1848 successfully remade the entire 
globe in their own image. Driving this imperial expansion were inter-related 
transformations within the nature of capitalism itself in the leading countries. 

The ‘new imperialism’ of the late nineteenth century was a consequence of the 
rise of monopoly capitalism. In this era, the economy became dominated by 
groups of large companies whose size, resources and technological advantages 
enabled them to dictate the conditions in a given industry, ensuring maximum 
profits for themselves. Among the best-known examples were the railway barons 
in the United States, who used violence not just against Native American tribes 
and others whose land they wanted, but who also kept their immigrant labour 
force in conditions of virtual slavery. 
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The key to monopoly capitalism was, as the term suggests, as far as possible 
to keep out competitors. The acquisition of huge territories across the globe 
by the governments of the leading capitalist powers was in many senses the 
ultimate exercise in monopoly, securing profits for their native monopolies by 
force, securing domination over the colonies and the exclusion of rivals from 
other advanced capitalist states. With the globe divided up by 1914, the only 
possible means of re-division was war.

Lenin identified another crucial fact that marked out the imperialist stage of 
capitalism as different from what had gone before: the era that led to World 
War One was distinguished by the increasing importance of finance capital. 
Lenin noted how a small – in fact, an increasingly small – number of banks had 
acquired greater and greater power, to the extent that, through their control of 
the credit system, they were effectively able to dictate the actions even of huge 
companies. Industrial and financial capital were becoming increasingly inter-
linked, as demonstrated by the presence of individuals on the boards of both 
major banks and companies like Krupps. With the effective merging of the banks 
and industry, it was the financiers who dictated what the industrialists could do. 
This was a phenomenon recognised even by bourgeois economists at the time. 
As the German magazine Die Bank put it in 1914, “Other banks will follow this 
same path [of concentration] and in time the three hundred men, who today 
govern Germany economically, will gradually be reduced to fifty, twenty-five or 
still fewer.”

In short, Lenin said, in the leading capitalist countries, the turn of the twentieth 
century marked the transition “from the domination of capital in general to the 
domination of finance capital”. It was no accident that the four most financially 
powerful countries – the UK, France, the US and Germany – were also the four 
most powerful countries in the world, and that they used their financial power to 
further their imperial interests. 

Colonies were vital to finance capital, Lenin pointed out, because they 
represented an opportunity to profitably export capital, although great sums 
were also exported to other capitalist countries in the form of loans, often with 
stipulations that the loans be spent on buying, for example, railway equipment 
from the country making the loan. Pressuring a government to occupy a territory, 
then developing its resources through loans to companies with which the banks 
were intimately tied, provided profits through the loans themselves, but also 
through the shares the banks owned in the companies that were profiting from 
the natural resources belonging to the peoples of Africa and Asia.

Imperialism led to a world divided between aggressive and competing powers, 
which was the outcome of changes in the nature of capitalism in the most 
advanced countries, where a financial oligarchy exercised increasing economic, 
social and political power. Driven by the spirit of monopoly, they wanted exclusive 
access to territories across the globe, and were prepared to use force to get 
it. These competing elites were also frightened by the growth of socialism in 
the decades before 1914 (for example, the German Social Democratic Party, 
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which was in appearance at least Marxist, was the largest party in the German 
parliament). They stirred up jingoism and xenophobia in order to divide workers 
within individual countries, and across borders. As governments increased 
military spending, as tensions rose, conflict, which had very nearly broken out 
over imperial rivalry in the years immediately preceding 1914, became inevitable. 
Imperialism meant war on a global and unprecedented scale. 

The Background to the Rising: Ireland

Understanding the 1916 Rising means understanding the motivations of the men 
and women involved, and the social, cultural, economic and political conditions 
that shaped their involvement. 1916 grew out of the revolutionary republican 
tradition inaugurated by the United Irishmen, and from which the Workers’ Party 
would later develop. It grew out of changes in ownership, in culture, and from the 
struggles of the working class and for equality for women. And it grew out of the 
reaction to the horror of the imperialist war.

The Irish Republican Brotherhood

The Irish Republican Brotherhood, popularly known as the Fenians, was founded 
in 1858. A secret oath-bound organisation, it represented an Irish variant of 
a nineteenth-century European phenomenon, the democratic republican 
conspiracy. The Proclamation of the Republic issued by the Fenians for their 
rising in 1867 outlined a vision of a democratic, secular republic where the 
working class was respected, and demonstrated the extent to which they saw 
themselves as part of an international struggle for liberty against the forces of 
aristocracy. 

The Fenian Proclamation asserted that “All men are born with equal rights”, and 
that the purpose of government was to maintain equality, and not destroy it. 

“We therefore declare that, unable longer to endure the curse of Monarchical 
Government, we aim at founding a Republic based on universal suffrage, 
which shall secure to all the intrinsic value of their labour.

“The soil of Ireland, at present in the possession of an oligarchy, belongs to 
us, the Irish people, and to us it must be restored.”

The Proclamation advocated secular government, “the complete separation 
of Church and State”, and displayed a strong sense of social justice. The IRB 
had no hostility towards the ordinary people of England. “Our war is against the 
aristocratic locusts, whether English or Irish, who have eaten the verdure of our 
fields—against the aristocratic leeches who drain alike our fields and theirs.” 

It appealed to international allies, the “Republicans of the entire world” and the 
working class of England, for support against the common enemy. “Remember 
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the starvation and degradation brought to your firesides by the oppression of 
labour. Remember the past, look well to the future, and avenge yourselves by 
giving liberty to your children in the coming struggle for human liberty.”

Hostile commentators in recent decades have dismissed the IRB as the first 
modern terrorists, mad-bombers driven by an irrational hatred of England and 
little else. As this Proclamation shows, this is a travesty. Reading it, it is no surprise 
that some Fenians were involved with Karl Marx in the First International. Nor is it 
surprising to see how men like Michael Davitt became, with the New Departure, 
leading figures in the Land War. 

The Land War was central to the story of 1916 because it led ultimately to the 
transfer of the land, the dominant means of production at the time, to the people 
who worked it. The transfer of the land weakened the political grip of unionism, 
and strengthened those who wanted greater independence from Britain. It 
helped provide a material basis for the cultural change known as the Gaelic 
Revival, which saw an increasing sense of Irish patriotism take hold of Irish 
society, culture, and sport. Many of those who were active in 1916 and later were 
involved in organisations like the GAA and the Gaelic League, which to a large 
extent reflected the values of those who benefited from the Land War and the 
subsequent transfer of land. 

Many of the leaders of 1916 were poets, artists and writers whose political 
formation was heavily influenced by the Revival and more particularly the 
language Revival – the Athbheochan.  At the same time many of the central 
figures of 1916, and especially Pearse and Connolly, saw the cultural sphere as 
an important battleground of ideas and were determined to create a new cultural 
identity for Ireland. Pearse, as editor of An Claidheamh Soluis, devoted much 
space to the fostering of new writing in both English and Irish, and to a broad 
debate on cultural affairs. Both Thomas McDonagh and Joseph Plunkett were 
published poets, and were heavily involved in the journal Irish Review (founded 
1911). They were both also involved in setting up the Irish Theatre in Hardwicke 
Street in November 1914. Though primarily a prose writer, Connolly also published 
poetry and two plays. As a socialist Connolly realised the importance for the 
working class of forging and developing their own culture. Both the Irish Worker 
and Workers’ Republic reflected the vibrant cultural life of socialist and trade 
union activists, especially in Dublin. Liberty Hall had a performance area and 
was home to a socialist theatre group, the Irish Workers’ Dramatic Company. 
Sean Connolly, who had also appeared in plays in the Gaiety and the Abbey 
theatres, famously starred in a play by James Connolly entitled Under Which 
Flag? in Liberty Hall shortly before the insurrection. The play was soon followed 
by the symbolic raising of the green flag over the hall. A leading member of the 
ICA, Sean Connolly was the first insurgent to be killed during Easter Week. On 
the eve of the 1916 Rising, Michael Mallin (chief-of-staff of the Irish Citizen Army) 
played the flute in the four-piece Workers’ Orchestra during a recital for the Irish 
Citizen Army in Liberty Hall. Culture was therefore an important arena of struggle 
for the men and women of 1916, and especially for the socialists involved.

The nature of the IRB was far from static in the decades before 1916, with the 
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organisation adopting various strategies at different times. For example, Fenian 
influence in Irish politics was greater in the 1880s and 1890s than it sometimes 
appeared because of its links to constitutional politics. Although the Fenians 
are sometimes portrayed as just another example of Catholic nationalism, it was 
the considered opinion of the Catholic hierarchy in 1867 that “hell was not hot 
enough nor eternity long enough” to punish them, and membership brought 
with it excommunication, as with similar democratic republican societies on the 
continent. There is no denying, however, that, especially in the years before 1916, 
there were a range of influences and politics contained within the IRB, and that 
some of its edge of social radicalism had been blunted.

‘The People will be Lord and Master’

What then to make of the politics of the IRB by the time of the Rising itself? 
The central figure here is undoubtedly Pádraig Pearse, the leading figure in the 
rebels, and one of the main authors of the Proclamation along with Connolly. 
Pearse has also been the chief target for those seeking to demonise the Rising 
as the crazed act of fanatics. Pearse is often portrayed as a madman who saw 
himself as a Christ-like figure sent to redeem his land through blood sacrifice, 
his own blood and that of others, or (sometimes and) as a proto-fascist, seeking 
to impose his own narrow and Catholic definition of nationality through force 
of arms. In order to judge Pearse and his politics at the time of the Rising, it is 
essential that we look at his final work, The Sovereign People, completed on 31st 
March, less than a month before Easter, which Pearse himself said was his final 
word – “For my part, I have no more to say”. 

The Sovereign People discussed the nature of freedom, both of individuals and 
of peoples. For Pearse, the independence of a people meant the sovereignty of 
that people. This was both freedom from external interference, and the right of 
the people as a whole to exercise control over “all the material possessions of 
the nation, the nation’s soil and its resources, all wealth and all wealth-producing 
processes. In other words, no right to private property is good as against the 
public right of the nation”.Pearse further argued that the right to property could 
be restricted in the public interest if the people decided that it was necessary, 
citing both examples from history and the contemporary world, such as the public 
ownership of railways. The purpose of government – the aim of the exercise of 
its sovereignty by a people – was to secure “equal rights and liberties to every 
man and woman”, and to enable individuals to enjoy the maximum amount of 
happiness and prosperity that did not damage the happiness and prosperity 
of others. Such thinking placed Pearse within a long international tradition of 
republican ideas about the nature of liberty and government. 

Despite the rhetoric of those eager to condemn him as a proto-fascist, Pearse 
was a democrat: “To restrict the franchise in any respect is to prepare the way for 
some future usurpation of the rights of the sovereign people. The people, that is, 
the whole people, must remain sovereign not only in theory, but in fact.” Unlike 
the Irish Parliamentary Party, the Irish Unionists and the Tories and Liberals at 
Westminster, the rebels were seeking to give every adult the right to vote in 
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place of a system where only 15% of the Irish people could vote in parliamentary 
elections: the only men who could vote were men with property, while no women 
had the right to vote in parliamentary elections at all. It was also the republicans 
who wanted an end to the House of Lords. The men and women of 1916 stood 
for an egalitarian society very different to the one in which they lived. The real 
democrats in Ireland in 1916 were those in the GPO.  

In January 1916, James Connolly disappeared for three days, during which time 
he was involved in negotiations with the IRB, which feared his plans to act with 
the Irish Citizen Army might upset their own plans for military action. Although 
this incident is popularly remembered as Connolly being kidnapped by the IRB, 
this does not appear to have been the case. What clearly is the case, however, is 
that during these discussions and afterwards, Connolly seriously influenced the 
thinking of Pearse, and this can be seen in The Sovereign People.

Pearse’s politics included a recognition of the oppression suffered by working 
people before 1916, as demonstrated by his support for the workers during the 
Dublin Lockout of 1913. The Sovereign People revealed how far he now shared 
Connolly’s assessment that the only reliable force capable of achieving true 
freedom for Ireland was, to paraphrase Wolfe Tone, the people of no property. 
In Pearse’s words, “the people are the nation”. He noted, as Connolly had 
done in Labour in Irish History, that while the landlords and the middle classes 
were at the least unreliable if not outright opposed to the sovereignty of the 
Irish people, “the common people have for the most part remained unbought 
and unterrified.” Pearse was clear whose voice should be dominant in the new 
Ireland he envisaged: “Let no man be mistaken as to who will be lord in Ireland 
when Ireland is free. The people will be lord and master.” 

This concern for the common people was built upon the evidence of his own eyes, 
his engagement with Connolly, but also with the ideas of past revolutionaries 
who understood the importance of the social question, especially Tone and 
James Fintan Lalor. Lalor had sought to put the land question at the centre 
of revolutionary politics in 1848, arguing that without control of the country’s 
resources, the people would never truly be free. Pearse quoted Lalor on the 
worthlessness of Repeal, which by 1916 was known as Home Rule, to support his 
argument that only separation could make the people sovereign.

There were, however, limits to Pearse’s progressive politics, most especially 
the fact that he remained locked into a framework that saw the nation as the 
fundamental fact of political and social life, as opposed to class. There is also no 
doubt that his religious beliefs deeply inflected how he thought about politics, 
and that in some of his works (including, it must be said, The Sovereign People), 
the idea of the nation takes on a sacred significance, and the way he speaks 
about Ireland and his politics is deliberately couched in terms drawn from his 
religion. While Pearse believed in a secular government, and did not believe that 
the constitution and laws should reflect the views of any religious denomination, 
his habit of discussing politics in this way does remind us that we need to 
remember that the men and women of 1916 were far from perfect, and that while 
we can draw inspiration from them, we must not slavishly follow them.
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If Pearse’s religious language has left him open to charges that his politics were 
more about mystical beliefs than the world in which he lived, his writings about 
violence, sacrifice and World War One have also raised concerns. To cite one 
often-quoted example, here is Pearse talking about the war in December 1915. 
“The last sixteen months have been the most glorious in the history of Europe. 
Heroism has come back to the earth … It is good for the world that such things 
should be done. The old heart of the earth needed to be warmed with the red 
wine of the battlefields. Such august homage was never before offered to God 
as this, the homage of millions of lives given gladly for love of country.” This is 
quoted so often to support the case that Pearse believed in blood sacrifice, and 
that his attitude to violence was based on a mystical understanding of its effects 
on the spirit of peoples. 

A number of things need to be said about this if we are to understand it properly. 
The first is that the decades before and the period of the First World War were 
an era of militarism across the European continent, and especially within the 
five great powers. Similar sentiments could be found from prominent political 
and literary figures in any one of them. One example – which is often taught to 
schoolchildren to this day – is Rupert Brooke’s poem The Soldier, with its famous 
sentiment: “If I should die, think only this of me: That there’s some corner of a 
foreign field That is for ever England.” All governments assured those they ruled 
that the war was a glorious one, that the sacrifices were necessary and valuable. 
Clergymen from each country prayed for victory, and assured their flocks that 
their deity was on the side of their empire. 

In this context, Pearse’s military preoccupations, and similar ones from other 
participants in 1916, reflected a culture prominent across Europe. A particularly 
relevant example comes from someone painted as a great man of peace by the 
same people who denounce Pearse as a fanatical militarist. “It is heroic deeds 
… that give life to nations – that is the recompense of those who die to perform 
them … It was never in worthier, holier keeping than that of those boys, offering 
up their supreme sacrifice with a smile on their lips because it was given for 
Ireland. May God bless them! And may Ireland, cherishing them in her bosom, 
know how to prove her love and pride and send their brothers leaping to keep 
full their battle-torn ranks and keep high and glad their heroic hearts … No people 
can be said to have rightly proved their nationhood and their power to maintain 
it until they have demonstrated their military prowess.” These are the words of 
John Redmond, leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party. This is violent Catholic 
nationalism, and we never hear a word of it from the critics of 1916. In reality, 
given his role in sending people off to fight an imperialist war, Redmond had 
more blood on his hands than any other Irish political figure.

Secondly, we rarely see the lines that followed next quoted. Pearse continued 
“War is a terrible thing, and this is the most terrible of wars. But this war is not 
more terrible than the evils which it will end or help to end.“ In other words, Pearse 
did not celebrate war as something inherently glorious, he did not believe in 
shedding blood for the sake of it. But he did believe that in some circumstances 
violence might be a necessary means of ending great injustices. He was not the 
simple militarist often portrayed.
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Overall, The Sovereign People reveals the Pearse of the Easter Rising to be 
someone who stood fundamentally within the socially progressive, democratic 
republican tradition that stemmed from the era of the French Revolution. The 
republic he wanted was not the conservative quasi-theocracy that emerged from 
the civil war. The limitations of Pearse (and the IRB as a whole) are a reminder 
of how in order to address the fundamental questions of creating an egalitarian 
society in the twentieth century, revolutionaries had to go beyond the confines 
of republicanism as it had been understood, to develop its progressive instincts 
to their logical conclusion, and to embrace socialism as developed by Marx and 
Engels from the 1840s. This was just what Connolly did.

The Irish Citizen Army and the Workers’ Republic

The involvement of James Connolly and the men and women of the Irish Citizen 
Army provided an independent socialist and working class presence in the 
Rising. It ensured the involvement of a force dedicated to the establishment 
of a workers’ republic. The members of the ICA knew that even if the Rising 
succeeded, it was merely the first step to achieving their goal of a socialist 
Ireland – hence Connolly telling them to hold onto their rifles as they would 
be needed later. Connolly’s eyes were fixed on what he famously called the 
Reconquest of Ireland, i.e. the taking of political, economic and social power by 
the Irish working class. Connolly and the ICA involved themselves in the Rising 
because they believed it was essential to make a stand against the slaughter of 
workers unleashed by the first world war and the betrayal of the internationalist 
principles of socialism by the leaders of the Social Democratic (at this stage, at 
least officially, Marxist) parties across Europe. The participation of Connolly and 
the Irish Citizen Army in 1916 was an act born from the deepest socialist and 
internationalist intentions.

The Marxism of James Connolly

James Connolly was a Marxist. What did this mean in practice? It meant that 
Connolly applied a scientific socialist analysis to the politics and history of Ireland 
and the world at large, and that this analysis shaped his political practice. Connolly 
realised that the driving force of history was the struggle between different 
classes, and that to understand Irish history, it was necessary to look beyond the 
national question and the question of sectarianism, and to understand how class 
had shaped Irish history and continued to shape Irish politics in his day. This led 
him to reject both nationalism and unionism, and to expose how the capitalists 
used sectarianism to keep the workers divided in their own interests. He also 
realised that an Ireland where capitalism persisted, where the exploitation of 
workers was the basis of society, would never bring true freedom to the working 
class, regardless of what flag flew over government buildings or whether the 
postboxes were painted red or green. Connolly saw that the unity of the working 
class and the independent political organisation of the working class in a 
party dedicated to establishing a socialist republic was the only solution to the 
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problems faced by Irish workers.

Connolly was what the great Italian Communist Antonio Gramsci would later call 
an organic intellectual, i.e. someone whose experience of the reality of working-
class life led them to embrace revolutionary ideas and then to apply them to the 
circumstances in which they found themselves, and to spread their revolutionary 
politics among other workers. Having studied the works of Marx and Engels, 
Connolly became a prolific author dedicated to bringing their ideas to the Irish 
and international socialist movements, in which he played an important role as 
a party and trade union organiser in Ireland and America, and later the leading 
figure in the Citizen Army. His revolutionary career demonstrated the link between 
theory and practice that Lenin regarded as central to the socialist struggle. 

Perhaps Connolly’s greatest written work was Labour in Irish History (1910). 
It proved him a bold and innovative thinker. This work of Marxist history 
displayed a sharp grasp of the class dynamics of Irish history and especially 
of the revolutionary republican struggle, and what it was that made the likes of 
the United Irishmen so significant. It also showed how the middle classes had 
consistently put their own economic interests before everything else, and sought 
to hide this and their connections to British capital under nationalist rhetoric. He 
demonstrated how sectarian division had for centuries served only the interests 
of the exploiters, both foreign and domestic. Labour in Irish History provided a 
completely different take on Irish history to that offered by both nationalism and 
unionism, one that stripped away the illusions they fostered and revealed the 
true class interests behind the major political forces of modern Ireland. 

It set Irish developments within their proper international context: “Just as ’98 was 
an Irish expression of the tendencies embodied in the first French Revolution, 
as ’48 throbbed in sympathy with the democratic and social upheavals on the 
Continent of Europe and England, so Fenianism was a responsive throb in the 
Irish heart to those pulsations in the heart of the European working class which 
elsewhere produced the International Working Men’s Association.” He thus 
recognised internationalism as a key component of the revolutionary struggle 
in Ireland.

Connolly emphasised that it was only when the workers of Ireland had secured 
their economic and political power could Irish freedom truly be said to have 
been achieved. Therefore, he said, only the working class could be trusted in the 
struggle for freedom. This reinforced his message about the need for workers to 
reject sectarianism and the all-class alliances represented by both unionism and 
nationalism, and to embrace independent working-class political organisation.

Connolly’s application of Marx’s method of analysis to Ireland yielded 
revolutionary results. It enabled Connolly and others to begin building parties 
and organisations that sought to represent the interests of the working class, 
and only the interests of the working class. It allowed for the development of 
the revolutionary republican tradition in Ireland to its fullest ideological extent, 
i.e. the transition from democratic, secular, socially progressive republicanism to 
full socialism. Connolly and those he worked with operated across the different 
forms of workers’ organisations, but always with the same goal in mind: building 
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the conditions in which a workers’ republic could be established. 

 

The Origins of the Irish Citizen Army: The Dublin Lockout

Three years before 1916, the Ulster Volunteer Force had been formed to fight 
Home Rule. The Irish Volunteers were formed in response, to ensure that the UVF 
did not frustrate the will of the majority through violence. The Irish Citizen Army, 
however, had been born during the Dublin Lockout as an explicitly working-class 
defence force, following brutal attacks on workers by the police. The Lockout 
had come about as a result of the efforts of the Irish Transport and General 
Workers’ Union, led by Big Jim Larkin, to organise workers in Dublin, especially 
unskilled labourers, into a militant trade union with a political vision of a socialist 
Ireland. The Irish Women Workers’ Union, founded in 1911 and led by Delia Larkin, 
also organised women workers along similar lines.

The working class in Dublin lived in what were widely regarded as the worst slums 
in Europe, with several families often sharing a single room in the tenements. 
Conditions were appalling, with tuberculosis and other diseases rampant. 
Perhaps a quarter of the male workforce was dependent on unskilled, casual 
labour. In the years before 1913, these were exactly the workers Larkin and the 
ITGWU sought to organise. By using sympathetic strikes (where workers take 
action in support of other workers who are already on strike, often by refusing 
to handle goods from the firms whose workers were striking), the ITGWU had 
enabled its members to gain increases in their wages of around 25 percent in 
the months before the Lockout began in August.

Faced with such a profound challenge, and the growing strength of the ITGWU, the 
employers of Dublin, under the leadership of William Martin Murphy, responded 
to Larkin’s attempt to organise the workers of the Dublin United Tramways 
Company by banding together in an attempt to break the union by locking their 
workers out of their jobs until they agreed to their conditions. Murphy, the owner 
of the Irish Independent as well as the man who ran the tram company, was a 
former MP for the Irish Parliamentary Party, president of the Dublin Chamber of 



22

Commerce, and a businessman who profited from the opportunities offered by 
the British Empire in Africa. He was in many respects a perfect example of the 
oligarchs that had emerged in the great powers as their empires expanded, and 
identified by Lenin in Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism.

The modern capitalist state, noted Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto, 
is the executive committee of the bourgeoisie, what Connolly later called 
“committees of the rich to manage the affairs of the capitalist class”. In capitalist 
society, the forces of the state are not neutral. This was seen clearly in the 
repeated and brutal police attacks on the workers, which resulted in several 
deaths, as well as the arrest of their leaders, including Larkin and Connolly. In 
these circumstances, the ICA was organised to help defend the workers from 
police attacks. Like the other militias formed that year, the ICA soon organised 
itself along military lines, arming itself and publically drilling. Unlike the other 
militias, women were full members of the ICA.

The Lockout was by far the largest industrial dispute in Irish history – when 
the families were added to the workers, it is believed the Lockout affected up 
to 100,000 people, over a quarter of Dublin’s population. By early 1914, the 
Lockout was over, and the reactionary employers, supported by the state, were 
victorious. In the following months, the ICA shrank in size, down from its peak of 
perhaps 1,500 to around 300 men and women. The ITGWU, however, had not 
been destroyed, though it had been damaged. Larkin left Ireland for America 
in November that year, leaving Connolly in charge of the ICA. In the changed 
circumstances of World War One, Connolly saw a new role for the organisation, 
one that might help bring an end to the slaughter.

“Civilisation is being destroyed before our eyes”: James Connolly and the 
Imperialist War

Connolly responded to the outbreak of World War One with rage and despair, and 
he felt an overwhelming sense of betrayal. He was disgusted at the collapse of 
the internationalism and anti-militarism that defined what it meant to be a socialist. 
“The whole working class movement”, Connolly noted, “stands committed to war 
upon war – stands so committed at the very height of its strength and influence”. 
Despite this commitment to oppose war, the Social Democrats of the warring 
countries fell in behind their imperialist governments and advocated that workers 
kill fellow workers. 

In an article by Connolly published in the Scottish socialist newspaper Forward 
on 15th August 1914, he expressed his outrage at the betrayal he was witnessing. 
“What then becomes of all our resolutions; all our protests of fraternisation; all 
our threats of general strikes; all our carefully-built machinery of internationalism; 
all our hopes for the future? Were they all as sound and fury, signifying nothing?”

Connolly knew exactly what war meant for the working class, and for the 
socialists of Europe. Destruction of millions of lives, and destruction of the 
workers’ movement that had been built with great sacrifice.
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“When the German artilleryman, a socialist serving in the German army 
of invasion, sends a shell into the ranks of the French army, blowing off 
their heads; tearing out their bowels, and mangling the limbs of dozens of 
socialist comrades in that force, will the fact that he, before leaving for the 
front ‘demonstrated’ against the war be of any value to the widows and 
orphans made by the shell he sent upon its mission of murder? Or, when the 
French rifleman pours his murderous rifle fire into the ranks of the German 
line of attack, will he be able to derive any comfort from the probability 
that his bullets are murdering or maiming comrades who last year joined in 
thundering ‘hochs’ and cheers of greeting to the eloquent Jaurès, when in 
Berlin he pleaded for international solidarity? When the socialist pressed into 
the army of the Austrian Kaiser, sticks a long, cruel bayonet-knife into the 
stomach of the socialist conscript in the army of the Russian Czar, and gives 
it a twist so that when pulled out it will pull the entrails out along with it, will 
the terrible act lose any of its fiendish cruelty by the fact of their common 
theoretical adhesion to an anti-war propaganda in times of peace? When 
the socialist soldier from the Baltic provinces of Russia is sent forward into 
Prussian Poland to bombard towns and villages until a red trail of blood 
and fire covers the homes of the unwilling Polish subjects of Prussia, as he 
gazes upon the corpses of those he has slaughtered and the homes he has 
destroyed, will he in his turn be comforted by the thought that the Czar whom 
he serves sent other soldiers a few years ago to carry the same devastation 
and murder into his own home by the Baltic Sea?”

Sickened by the prospect of such slaughter – and we should remember that by 
1916 the horrors of the imperialist war (including poison gas and the sheer scale 
of the deaths and injuries) had proven much worse than Connolly could have 
imagined in 1914 – Connolly raised the prospect of war against the war. 

“Is it not as clear as the fact of life itself that no insurrection of the working 
class; no general strike; no general uprising of the forces of Labour in Europe, 
could possibly carry with it, or entail a greater slaughter of socialists, than will 
their participation as soldiers in the campaigns of the armies of their respective 
countries? … If these men must die, would it not be better to die in their own 
country fighting for freedom for their class, and for the abolition of war, than 
to go forth to strange countries and die slaughtering and slaughtered by their 
brothers that tyrants and profiteers might live?”

In other words, Connolly countered the reactionary nationalism of the imperialist 
powers that had led to war with proletarian internationalism. Lenin did the same, 
calling for the imperialist war to be turned into a civil war across Europe. Connolly 
and Lenin were among the few within the European socialist movement who 
stayed true to the basic socialist principle of internationalism. This is an eloquent 
response to those who argue that Connolly abandoned socialism for nationalism 
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when he became involved in the Rising. Lenin himself later described the Rising 
as “the touchstone of our theoretical views” on national self-determination, 
regarding it as proof of the importance of the struggle for national liberation 
against empires in Europe and across the globe. Such struggles, he argued, 
helped aid the broader struggle of the socialist proletariat to defeat imperialism 
once and for all. 

In light of the disaster brought about by imperialist rivalry on the one hand and 
betrayal of socialism on the other, Connolly continued:

“Believing as I do that any action would be justified to put a stop to this colossal 
crime, I feel compelled to express the hope that ere long we may read of the 
paralysing of the internal transport service on the continent, even should the 
act of paralysing necessitate the erection of socialist barricades and acts of 
rioting by socialist soldiers and sailors, as happened in Russia in 1905. Even 
an unsuccessful attempt at social revolution by force of arms, following the 
paralysis of the economic life of militarism, would be less disastrous to the 
socialist cause than the act of socialists allowing themselves to be used in the 
slaughter of their brothers in the cause.

“A great continental uprising of the working class would stop the war; a 
universal protest at public meetings will not save a single life from being 
wantonly slaughtered”.

These arguments, taken from the first few weeks of the war, go a long way to 
explaining Connolly’s determination to strike against the war, and the participation 
of the Irish Citizen Army in 1916. As Tomás Mac Giolla noted in 1991, “there was an 
inevitability and a stark logic to Connolly’s determination to lead an insurrection 
in 1916”. 

As the war continued, as millions died, and as it became increasingly likely that 
conscription would be forced on Ireland, Connolly became more and more 
determined to act. He hoped the example of an uprising involving the ICA 
would help workers across Europe return to their socialist principles, and be the 
spark for socialist revolution across Europe. “Ireland may yet set the torch to a 
European conflagration that will not burn out until the last throne and the last 
capitalist bond and debenture will be shrivelled on the funeral pyre of the last 
war lord.”

The Women of the Irish Citizen Army

The Rising was in part a blow struck for equality for women. Part of the context 
for it was the struggle for votes for women, and large numbers of those involved 
in the Rising, women and men, were participants in that struggle. There were 
a number of women’s organisations whose members contributed to it, and in 
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some cases the same women were members of them all. These organisations 
included Inghinidhe na hÉireann (Daughters of Ireland) and Cumann na mBan, 
but women were fully integrated into the ICA. As Helena Molony, who was part 
of the ICA detachment sent to try and take Dublin Castle, noted several decades 
later, “the women in the Citizen Army were not first-aiders, but did military work, 
except where it suited them to be first-aiders. Even before the Russian Army had 
women soldiers, the Citizen Army had them.”

Women were treated equally in the ICA because it was a socialist organisation. 
Although the IRB was committed to women having the vote, too often women 
were looked upon by its members as fit only for an auxiliary role. The ICA, 
however, understood that for female liberation be fully achieved, social and 
economic equality must also be achieved. Legal equality was not enough. 
Connolly himself was particularly strong on this issue, noting in The Reconquest 
of Ireland the year before the Rising that “The worker is the slave of capitalist 
society, the female worker is the slave of that slave.” 

It is no wonder, therefore, that revolutionary women such as Countess Markievicz, 
Kathleen Lynn, Winifred Carney, Rosie Hackett and Helena Molony were drawn 
to the ICA. They were socialists, and for them the women’s struggle could be 
only be properly concluded within a socialist republic. In their role as members 
of the ICA, as trade unionists, as political activists, as propagandists, they played 
an important role in preparing the ground for the Rising, and then in the Rising 
itself. Their belief in women’s equality was part of their commitment to socialism. 

In the two states that emerged in Ireland in the early 1920s, the position of 
women never came close to meeting the vision of the future for which these 
women fought. The situation was summed up by the scandalous decision in 
1925 to deny a pension to Margaret Skinnider, who was wounded while leading 
a detachment of five ICA members during the Rising. 

Today, our society, north and south, still falls far short in its treatment of women of 
the vision held by the women of the Irish Citizen Army. Despite the great progress 
made in recent decades, women remain oppressed, as seen, for example, in the 
pay gap, the continued denial of women’s right to control their own bodies, and 
inequalities in the home. Only a socialist understanding of the problems faced by 
women can bring genuine liberation.

Easter 1916

The Rising that took place was not the Rising that had been planned. The plan 
had been to field a force equipped with weapons from Germany and larger than 
the British army in Ireland, whose officers could be expected to be at the races, 
thus seriously hampering their ability to respond. It was hoped that the country 
at large would rise in support, and that the Germans would be able to provide 
further help. In other words, it was never intended as a mere gesture, as an 
inevitably doomed blood sacrifice. Instead, it was intended as a serious effort 
that might well succeed.
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These original plans were wrecked by the loss of the German weapons that 
were carried on the Aud, by Eoin Mac Neill’s countermanding order on Easter 
Saturday which prevented a turnout across the country, and by the knowledge 
that the government – now aware that a rebellion was planned – was about to 
move to suppress the Volunteers and ICA. Charges of treason and executions 
would almost inevitably have followed. Those planning to rise also feared that 
once the Volunteers and ICA were suppressed, conscription would be enforced, 
sacrificing tens of thousands more people from Ireland on the altar of imperialist 
war. In these circumstances, the leaders decided to go ahead as best they could 
and hope that the people would rise in their support, and that their example 
would help increase resistance against the war elsewhere in Europe. Further, 
they hoped that having their fought would earn Ireland a place at the peace 
conference that would follow the war, and help establish independence even if 
the insurrection failed, as now seemed almost inevitable.

The Rising lasted six days, before the civilians deaths and damage caused by 
the government’s decision to shell the city (including the use of incendiary shells) 
convinced Pearse and the other leaders from the GPO to surrender. Around 
460 people were killed, over half of them civilians, overwhelmingly killed by 
government forces. Around 60 members of the Volunteers and ICA were killed, 
and around 130 members of the police and British army. The gradual execution 
of 16 rebels, including the leaders, helped change the political situation in the 
country, increasing sympathy for their cause. 

Liberty Hall after it had been targeted for destruction during the Easter Rising
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“We declare the right of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland”: 
The Proclamation of the Irish Republic

The Proclamation was written mostly by Pearse and Connolly, and represented a 
compromise that the signatories could agree on. The text echoes other arguments 
put forward by Pearse and Connolly, most notably in The Sovereign People. 
The republic it envisioned was an independent, democratic, secular state (the 
language invoking God, while certainly jarring to our ears today, was intended in 
a non-denominational rather than a specifically Catholic way). There were clear 
elements of egalitarianism contained within the Proclamation, reflecting not just 
Connolly’s influence, but also the socially-progressive tradition within the IRB.

The main theme of the Proclamation was the sovereignty of the Irish people. In 
The Sovereign People, Pearse had stated that the sovereignty of a people was 
twofold – freedom to control its own destiny without foreign interference on 
the one hand, and freedom to determine internal political, legal and economic 
arrangements on the other. “We declare the right of the people of Ireland to 
the ownership of Ireland, and to the unfettered control of Irish destinies, to be 
sovereign and indefeasible.” The new Irish Republic was declared a “Sovereign 
Independent State”. 

Having declared independence from Britain (and any other country), the 
Proclamation turned to internal affairs. “The Republic guarantees religious and 
civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities of all its citizens, and declares 
its resolve to pursue the happiness and prosperity of the whole nation and of 
all its parts, cherishing all the children of the nation equally, and oblivious of 
the differences carefully fostered by an alien government, which have divided a 
minority in the past.” This was a clear rejection of sectarianism, and a declaration 
that the Republic would be a secular state. It also suggested that the new state 
would take measures to improve equality and help its poor citizens. 

When it came to establishing a government “representative of the whole people 
of Ireland”, it would be “elected by the suffrages of all her men and women”. 
This was a democratic revolution, one that intended to give women equal 
political rights to men long before it became common in Europe. Only a handful 
of Home Rule and Unionist MPs supported female suffrage, but it was central 
to the platform of the Rising. Those who seek to contrast the “democrats” of 
the constitutional parties with the “undemocratic” rebels refuse to see the truth 
staring them in the face.

The Republic outlined in the Proclamation was a progressive one, much more 
progressive than either state that emerged in the years that followed. The state 
that claimed to stand in its tradition in fact betrayed its principles, when it came to 
secularism, equal rights for women, and adopting socially progressive policies. 

1916 in 2016

What lessons does 1916 hold for us today? To answer that question, it is necessary 
to adopt the approach Tomás Mac Giolla took for the seventy fifth anniversary in 
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1991. There is no need to agree with everything that the men and women of 1916 
thought, said, or did to recognise the progressive intent behind the Rising. In a 
world dominated by empires, imperialist war, patriarchy, and undemocratic forms 
of government, those behind the Rising represented the forces of liberation, 
democracy, and equality. We can draw inspiration from them, acknowledge their 
part within the revolutionary republican tradition in which the Workers’ Party sits, 
but not be hidebound by their example. 

It is our role to address ourselves to the conditions we find ourselves in today, 
to forge our own strategy and our own vision, to pursue our own path. Had the 
generation of Cathal Goulding and Tomás Mac Giolla, of Liam McMillen and Des 
O’Hagan not done so, the-then Republican Movement would never have left 
behind narrow militaristic nationalism; the transformation into a party of and for 
the working class, into a Marxist party based on Leninist principles of organisation 
would never have happened, and the Workers’ Party would never have existed. 

That transformation came about because the leadership in the 1960s took the 
same approach to the past that James Connolly took in his time. They looked at 
what was best about the revolutionary politics of the past, what remained relevant 
to contemporary conditions and what did not; they looked at the conditions in 
which they operated, at the class nature of society, economy and politics, and 
drew the conclusion that only the working class, organised in a party dedicated 
to the interests of the working class, could bring about real freedom for the 
people of Ireland. In other words, they developed the most progressive aspects 
of previous generations, and mixed them with new policies based on their own 
circumstances, and in doing so produced an updated form of revolutionary 
republicanism – they embraced socialism. 

Our purpose is the same as that of Connolly and the Irish Citizen Army – to 
bring about a republic where the working class exercises economic and political 
power. The means by which this can be brought about are different to that they 
used to try and bring about that goal in 1916, but their core principles remain valid. 
Connolly was quite clear about the secular nature of socialism, and the need to 
combat any religious divisions among workers. “Socialism is neither Protestant 
nor Catholic, Christian nor Freethinker, Buddhist, Mahometan, nor Jew; it is only 
HUMAN. We of the Socialist working class realise that as we suffer together we 
must work together that we may enjoy together.” There can be no compromises 
on the issue of sectarianism. 

As socialists we believe in secularism, and the battle to establish the secularism 
envisioned in 1916 still needs to be fought, north and south, in 2016. Schools and 
hospitals remain to a large extent under the control of religious organisations; 
some laws, especially regarding reproductive rights, are still reflective of a 
religious and not a secular approach to politics. This is undemocratic, pure and 
simple. 

1916 aimed to emancipate women by providing for universal suffrage for all adults. 
Women of course now have the vote on equal terms, but they remain oppressed 
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in our society, they remain second class citizens. This is true not only because of 
the laws mentioned above, but also because of the pay gap, the fact that women 
are more likely to be in low-paid and casual employment, the glass ceiling that 
denies women equal promotion prospects, expectations that women will take 
on the majority of childcare and work in the home, sexual double standards, and 
media representations that place immense pressure on women about how they 
look, to name just a few examples. In both states in Ireland, there remains a lot of 
truth to the idea that working-class women are doubly exploited. The centenary 
of the Rising reminds us how much there is still to be done to secure equality for 
women.

The men and women of 1916 sought to take power from an unrepresentative and 
corrupt political class and place it firmly in the hands of the people. The oligarchy 
they challenged benefited from ransacking the resources and exploiting the 
peoples of the world, enforcing their will through compliant local leaders if 
desirable, and the force of arms if necessary. A century after 1916, the economy 
of Ireland still serves the interests of a small proportion of the population as 
well as speculators at home and abroad. The government serves the interest of 
the financial elite, with whom it is inextricably bound up. The consequences of 
this were seen in the recent economic crisis, and the intervention of the Troika, 
ably assisted by their eager local puppets. Workers were made to pay the cost 
of bailing out reckless speculators and corrupt bankers. In order to maximise 
private profit, the natural resources of the island have over decades not been 
developed in any systematic way for the benefits of the people, and have to 
a large extent been sold off to speculators for a song. To make the people of 
Ireland truly sovereign, capitalism must be abolished. 

In 1991, Tomás Mac Giolla summed up Connolly’s motivations for his involvement 
in the Rising: “He was fighting for socialism, for independence, for neutrality 
and against war.” These are issues that still face us today. Imperialism has been 
rampant once more since the events of 1989-91, and it has fought a series of 
wars across the globe to secure the resources of countries such as Iraq and to 
remove governments perceived as refusing to do its bidding. We in Ireland today 
cannot ignore the role of NATO, of which the UK is a part, and which clearly wants 
the Republic of Ireland to join it. Nor can we ignore the imperialist nature of the 
the European Union, which is becoming increasingly militarised, and aggressive 
in its foreign policy, as witnessed recently in its support for the coup in Ukraine 
which has placed fascists, the self-proclaimed heirs of Nazi collaborators during 
World War II, in government and in control of significant sections of the armed 
forces.

The EU acts in international affairs as an imperialist bloc in other ways. One 
example is the lengths it goes to in order to prevent competition from developing 
countries, especially in agriculture. Despite a lot of fancy rhetoric, the members 
states of the EU work hard to ensure that unequal terms of trade enable them 
to exploit developing countries now and for decades to come. The independent 
Irish state has had a proud history of playing a positive role in world affairs, but as 
neutrality comes under attack from within and without, and as its membership of 
the EU brings with it increasing demands to act as part of an imperialist front, the 
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need to defend neutrality has never been greater. The internationalist spirit that 
led Connolly to act against the imperialist war must shape socialist politics today.

The contempt shown for democracy by the EU, its bureaucratic structures, 
and its willingness to impose new governments on member states that refuse 
to obey its dictates offer a further reminder of the continuing need to fight to 
uphold the democratic right of peoples to control their own resources and their 
own destinies.

In this centenary year, it is also important to combat false representations of 
1916 and its significance for today. The Provisionals and subsequently their 
various offshoots have long argued that 1916 gives legitimacy to their sectarian 
campaigns of violence. In this, they have the agreement of those within Irish life 
who wrongly champion Redmond as a man of peace, and who seek to demonise 
the rebels. Both are wrong. The Rising was about creating a secular democratic 
republic, and its leaders by their words and their deeds demonstrated their 
rejection of sectarianism.

Pearse, Connolly and the other leaders planned to avoid any violence in the 
north for fear of stoking sectarian tension. They gave orders to their volunteers 
in Ulster to travel to Connacht to fight for this reason. In a meeting Connolly and 
Pearse had with the senior IRB figure Denis McCullough of Belfast, Connolly 
ordered that “You will fire no shot in Ulster.” This determination to avoid sectarian 
bloodshed reflected both their opposition to sectarianism and their determination 
to limit civilian casualties as far as possible. The principles by which the men and 
women of 1916 acted were fundamentally different from the sectarian nationalism 
of those who try to justify their actions in Northern Ireland in recent decades by 
referencing the Rising. 

Similarly, those politicians and groups who try to suggest that the Rising should 
be equated with the Somme and with the imperialist war, and that in fact the war 
ought to be celebrated as a moment when Catholic nationalists and Protestant 
unionists showed common purpose demonstrate only that they fail to understand 
both the Rising and the war. Certainly we ought to remember the victims of 
the imperialist war, but to suggest that there is an equivalence between those 
fighting for empire and those fighting against it is politically bankrupt. And if 
both nationalists and unionists urged their supporters to fight in a war fought for 
imperialist ends, that simply proves that both were fundamentally reactionary, 
unlike the men and women of 1916.

The men and women of 1916 were far from perfect. They did, however, seek to 
build a better Ireland, one where progressive democratic and secular principles 
would dictate the nature of government and its actions. For Connolly and the Irish 
Citizen Army this was merely a starting point, with the ultimate goal being the 
establishment of socialism. It is Connolly and the ICA that give 1916 its greatest 
continuing relevance for us in 2016: the principles on which they acted, the 
means they used to analyse the world in which they lived at home and abroad, 
their internationalism, their dedication to independent working class political 
organisation, and their ability to develop and progress revolutionary politics in 
response to the world around them while adhering to the fundamental tenets of 
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socialism – these remain an inspiration a century after the Rising.
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Published by the National Commemoration Committee of the Workers’ Party

“Socialism is neither Protestant nor Catholic, Christian nor Freethinker, 
Buddhist, Mahometan, nor Jew; it is only HUMAN. 

We of the Socialist working class realise that as we suffer together we 
must work together that we may enjoy together.”

James Connolly
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