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ABSTRACT 

Ille l{ i s iny of 1916 set in 111otion a chain of events which was to 

culminate in the secession from the United Kingdom of twenty-six of 

Ireland's thirty-two counties. The Irish Republican Movement, both in 

ib 111il i t <.1ry t.1 11d µolilical 111anifestalions , regards itself as the inheri­

to r of the ideological legacy of the 1916 leadership. It considers the 

national revolution commenced in 1916 to have been betrayed and incom­

plete as si x counties remain subject to British sovereignty. The 

ideological underpinnings of the Rising are thus considered by republi­

cans to remain valid and crucially important for the achievement of 

'national liberation'. 

Thi s thesis suggests that the Republican Movement of today closely 

follows the doctrine laid down by James Connolly and, to a lesser extent, 

Padraig Pearse. By examining the doctrinal boundaries within which the 

movement chooses to opera t e, it is possible to illuminate a consistent 

rationale b~hind its practice. It is argued here that the movement has 

fRithfully remained within the parameters set by its founding fathers 

even in the face of difficul t or unforeseen political developments. By 

identifying a coherent belief system, and demonstrating its influence, 

the commoniy levelled charge t ~at the movement is a nihilistic and 

pu re ly militaristic organization is challenged. 

After outlining the theoretical origins of the movement, the study 

examines three major developmen t s in its history from 1969 to the 
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present day. One of these is the split between what became known as 

the Official and Provisional wings of the movement. The second is the 

movement's reaction to the 'two nations' theory of nationality. The 

third is the policy commonly known as the 'Armalite and the ballot box'. 

The study attempts to assess the importance of tradition and early 

republican ideology in the movement's reaction to those developments. 

Examiners: 
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LIST OF ACRONYMS 

ICA Irish Citizen Army-formed as a labour defence force during 

the Dublin 'lock-out' of 1913. Fought under Connolly in the 
1916 Rising. 

V 

ICO Irish Communist Organisation-numerically small Irish Stalin-
ist grouping with pro-unionist position. Later became British 
and Irish Communist Organisation (B)ICO. 

INLA Irish National Liberation Army-paramilitary group established 
in 1976 as a defence force for the IRSP. 

IRA Irish Republican Army-the armed wing of the republican move­

ment split into two sections in 1969. That section known as 

the 'Official IRA' is said to have been disbanded. 

!RB Irish Republican Brotherhood-sometimes noted as the Irish 

Revolutionary Brotherhood. Synonymous with the Fenians. 

Originated in America and organized an abortive rebellion in 
Ireland in 1867. 

IRSP Irish Republican Socialist Party-formed in 1974 in reaction 

to the new Stalinist line being taken by the Officials. 

ISRP Irish Socialist Republican Party-formed in 1897 by James 

Connolly from the Dublin Socialist Club. 

NICRA Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association-anti-discrimination 

coalition formed in the late 196Os and modelled on the black 

civil rights movement in the USA. 

NLF National Liberation Fron t-coalition of leftist groups follow­
ing the 'Stages' theory of the Officials in the late 196Os. 
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NORAID Irish Northern Aid Committee-republican fund raising organ­
ization in North America. 

RUC Royal Ulster Constabulary-largely Protestant police force 

of Northern Ireland. The RUC took over from the Royal Irish 
Constabulary following partition. 

SDLP Social Democratic and Labour Party-formed on August 21, 1970 
from the remnants of the old Nationalist Party and a large 

section of the lesser constitutional nationalist parties. 

SFWP Sinn Fein, the Workers' Party-was originally Official Sinn 
Fein. The organization later dropped the Sinn Fein prefix. 

UDR Ulster Defence Regiment-Regiment of the British army, 
recruited locally, replacing the B Specials. 

UVF Ulster Volunteer Force-formed originally by Edward Carson 

to resist Home Rule. The name re-emerged in 1972 with a 

loyalist paramilitary organ i zation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The central theme of this thesis is an examination of t~e devel­

opment of the Irish Republican Movement and the major planks of its 

political ~oc trine. The republican movement is a shorthand term f0r 

the Irish Republican Army (IRA), toge t her with its political alter eoo - -- - ~ 

Sinn Fein, 1 and its various departments. 2 While all those advocating 
~ 

the unification of Ireland by the disestablishment of the northern six-

county state would be recognizable as republicans, the term republican 

movement has come to have a fairly specific meaning. The present 

Republican Movement is an explicitly socialist organization founded upon 

the doctrines articulated by James Connolly and Padraig Pearse both of 

whom were leaders of the Easter Ri~~ of 1916 in Dublin. 3 The ideology 

of the movement represents a coalescence of the ideas of the founding 

fathers', a renunciation of constitutional means to achieve their ends, 

and the advocacy of the complete restructuring of society following 

"national liberation." The doctrine and practice of the republican 

movement today can only be understood in the light of the theoretical 

(Ontributions of Connolly and Pearse. As Danny Morrison, until recently 

vice-president of Sinn Fein, has pointed out: 

We believe in the 1916 proclamation of independence. We draw 
all our recent philosophy from that document.4 

This thesis will argue that the all-important source of republican 

legitimacy, the idea of historical continuity with the 1916 leadership, 

has been carefully nurtured, and the original doctrine as closely as 
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possible adhered to, by the movement. This task has not been without 

difficulty and the movement has executed what amounts to a skillful 

balancing act by remaining upon the line of Pearse and Connolly while 

being buffeted by the exigencies of ongoing political developments. In 

following the republican path essentially two currents must be seen to 

be in operation, one a form of "hibernicised marxism115 and the other 

being more a method than a doctrinal contribution. While Connolly 1 s 

work has provided the backbone of the movement's doctrine, Pearse 1 s 

method is so deeply embedded that it is rarely emphasized. Ireland, in 

Pearse's view, is to be free, not only from British political power but 

also from penetration by British culture, both of which he perceived to 

have been part of the process of subjugation begun in 1169. The recti- / 

fication of this situation of colonial oppression he considered to lie__j 

in only one path, armed uprising. The contributions of the two major 

figures in Irish republicanism are really only separable for the purpose 

of analysis because they became inextricably fused in the crucible of 

Easter 1916. But Connolly 1 s id~as are more important in relation to the 

formation of modern republican ideology. 

Chapter one will outline the conditions and events leading up to 

the 1916 Rising and G"ill highlight the major theoretical contributions 

of its leadership to the movement which followed] While £earse and 

Connolly are regarded as the locus classicus of republican doctrine, 

there has been a noticeable imba l ance in the emphasis on their respec­

ti ve con tributions. This is caused not by any lack of esteem for Pearse, 

but because his teachings have become so ingrained that reiteration 



hardly seems necessary. As MacEoirt . argues: 

The simple issue of violence for "the cause" has simply been 
isolated. It long ago ceased to be subject to the judgement 
of the church or of anybody.6 

Because Connolly 1 s theoretical work is more pronounced in the formation 
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of republican ideology, chapter one will focus more closely on his .___ 

contribution than on the tactical or military aspect which is derived /) 

largely from Pearse. 

Following the failure of the 1956-1962 campaign of violence, the 

republican leadership under Tomas MacGbilla . and Cathal Goulding 

attempted in 1968 to alter the direction of the movement from that which 

was regarded as the pristine line of republicanism. The reaction to 

this deviation ultimately resulted in a nsplit 11 which sundered the move­

ment and precipitated a particularly bloody period of internecine 

feuding over doctrinal purity. To some observers of the 1969-1970 split 

this represented a separation of the militarist from the socialist 

coteries within the movement. Chapter two will examine the issues 

involved and will argue that such a simple dichotomous view is miscon­

ceived. 

By 1975 the increasing popularity of a theory Justifying the 

partitioning of Ireland in 1921 forced a significant reformulation of 

the way in which republicanism perceived the nationality of the loyalist 

community. That reformulation presented republicans with substantial 

difficulties insofar as the pressures to adhere to Connolly 1 s views were 

considerable. Chapter three will investigate the bases for the republi­

can view of nation and nationality, · the opposing "two natfons 11 approach 

) 



and its repercussions in the changing republican perception regarding 

the loyalists. 
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The emergence of a new radical leadership in Sinn Fein and the IRA 

in 1975, together with the impact of British policy decisions on Northern 

Ireland, necessitated the development of an increasingly sophisticated 

re sponse by the movement to its situation. Chapter four will outline the 

changing republican policies since the mid-1970s, noting particularly the 

new line of "the Armalite and the ballot box 11 which marked the return of 

Sinn Fein to the electroal process. This chapter will examine also the 

ultimate objective of the Republican Movement's campaign, the Gaelic 

socialist society, Comhar na gComharsan (neighbours' cooperation) and 

the abandonment of the federal plan. 

Having defined the Republican Movement as an organization built 

upon the twin pillars of insurrectionary nationalism and socialism, it 

is clear that within the confines of the definition exist two bodies 

other than Sinn Fein which seemingly warrant attention, namely the 

Workers' Party and the Irish Rep ublican Socialist Party (IRSP). The 

Workers' Party, formerly the "Officials" or the 11 Stickies 117 did, for a 

ti me, claim to be the true repository of republican ideals though this 

t hey have now relinquished. "The Republican social i st tradition of Tone 

and Connolly , " they proclaimed, "bl emished and shamed by sectarian 

action , i s and will be upheld by t he (Official) Republican Army, the 

army of t he people . 11 8 By 1970 it became clear that the "Officials" 

intended to abandon the insurrecti onary aspect of the republican equa­

tion . Certainly the "Officia l s" did delete the principle of armed force 
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but, despite the rhetoric and denials of the leadership, the Of~icial 

IRA does sti ll exist, albeit in a restricted capacity. 9 More important 

however in this context, the Officials abandoned Connolly by adopting 

the stance of a reformist party in the mould of the Second International. 

In Connolly 1 s view (see chapter one below), proletarian unity would come 

about in no way other than by first achieving national liberation. The 

Officials, by relinquishing the Sinn Fein prefix from their former title, 
11 Sinn Fein, The Workers• Party, 11 acknowledged their stance to be outside 

the republican pale . The abandonment of the title was a reflection of 

the principles for which it stood. As Magill reported: 

From 1972 onwards the Official I.R.A. and Official Sinn Fein 
gradually abandoned the pursuit of the movement's declared 
object i ve of a united Ireland in favour of the more inmediate 
aim of attrac ti ng working-class loyalist support.10 

The IRSP originated under the direction of Seamus Costello, who --
objected to the new line being taken by the Official tendency in the 

movement. Costello had been vice-chairperson of Sinn Fein and adjutant 

general of the Official IRA. The IRSP membership came mostly from the 

ranks of t he Officials, already suffering from membership losses to the 

Provisionals after the split. The Officials responded violently with 

physical assaults, petrol bombings and shootings. Bernadette (Devlin) 

MacAliskey, who was briefly assoc i ated with the party, remarked that 

11 there were so many beatings that i n 1975 our largest party branch was 

i n t he Royal Victoria Hospital. 1111 The Irish National Liberation Army \ 

(INLA) grew up as a defence force for the membership of the IRSP. This 

di minuti ve liberation army has been subjected to severe attacks, not 

only by the forces of the Briti sh and Irish states, but also from other 



paramilitaries and even from their own membership. 12 The differences 

between the INLA/IRSP and the Republican Movement are particularly 

difficult to ascertain, indeed Sinn Fein is reputed to have asserted 

that there are no differences and that there is no reason for the IRSP 

to exist. 13 While there are reasons of interest for including the IRSP 

at some level in this work, this will have to await further study and 

extensive fieldwork. 

6 
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ENDNOTES-INTRODUCTION 

1si pn_Fein (ourselves) has been c nmonl if mistakenl 
as "Ou !:_selves ATone--:-' Despite the inaccuracy of the transla tion, our­
sel ves alone, or• in :-r·s- , -s-tnn---f-e-i-n- Amhain~ does neatly enca su ate the 
basic philo~ophy oft e movemen . t ontained in the two-words are the 
strict autarcny eman ecrby-Ccrrmo lly and the notion of separatism in 
Pearse. The term itself was i mppsed upon the revolutionaries of 1916 as 
a form of denigration. The Sinn Fein party, under Arthur Griffith, 
first articulated its views in 1902. Griffith's "Hungarian policy" 
demanded that Ireland should establish a national government by the 
restoration of the 1782 constitution which gave legislative independence 
to Ireland. Griffith's new Ireland would then share the British monarchy 
after the example of the Hungarian deputies of 1861. On the application 
of the term to what later became known as Sinn Fein one scholar points 
out: 

[T]here i s no question about who gave the name to the movement for 
Irish independence. It was the British government through its 
authorities in Ireland. Seeking to depreciate the Easter Rebellion 
and to portray its leaders as members of a small obscure splinter 
group favouring a strange unintelligible programme, the British 
authorities officially referred to it as the Sinn Fein Rebellion. 
(Joseph, "Sweeny_,, Why Sinn F:ien? " Eir e- I r eland, Summer 1971 •: p. 38) 

2sinn Fein today comprises a number of departments among which are 
the Women's Department, the Youth Department, a Cultural Department, a 
Foreign Affairs Department. It includes also the journalists and staff 
of the Sinn Fein weekly newspaper, An Phoblaeht and the full- and part­
time staffs of the various Advice Centres. 

~ he Sinn Fein constitution of today demonstra~ 
portance of the rising's ideol ogical foundations in the understanding 

of the movement . Outlined as bas i c principles are the following: 

and 

That the allegiance of Irt.shmen and Irish women is due to the 
sovere i gn Irish Republic procla imed in 1916. 

That the sovereignty and the unity of the Republic are inalienable 
and non-judicable. 

Its objects are listed as: 
(a) The compl ete overthrow of English rule in Ireland and the 

establishment of a democra tic republic based on the Proclama­
tion of 1916. 

(b) To bring the Proclamation of the Republic, Easter 1916, into 
effective operation and to maintain and consolidate the 
Government of all the Republ ic, representative of all the 
people of Ireland, based on that Proclamation. 
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(c) 

(d) 

To establish in the Republic, a reign of social justice based 
on Christian social principles [this has now been deleted], by 
a just distribution and effective control of the Nation's 
wealth and resources and to institute a system of government 
suited to the particular needs of the people. 
To promote the restoration of the Irish language and the Irish 
culture and the widest knowledge of Ireland's history; to make 
Irish citizens conscious of their traditional and cultural 
heritage, and to educate citizens i n the Republic to their 
r ights and responsibilities. 

4Danny Morrison quoted in Marxism Today, :December 1980, , p. 30. 

5Bernard Ransom, 1980, p. 6 ff. 

6G. Mac Eoin, "The I.R.A., 11 Eire-Ireland, Summer 1984;, p. 4. 

7The term "Stickies" or "Sticks" originated in the "Officials" 
custom of using adhesive backed Easter lilies to commenorate the Rising. 
The Provisionals used lilies fixed by means of pins and were briefly 
referred to, in some quarters, as the "Pinnies. 11 

8united Irishman~ May 1972. 

9The function of the "Official" IRA 
position as a fund-raising organization. 
Dirty Dozen," reputedly robbed as much as 
period. See MagiU , ·April 1982~ . p. 15. 

lOMagiZZ April 1979~ - p. 5. 

11 Ibid. 

has now been relegated to a 
One section, known as "The 
£200,000 in one four-month 

12 In 1982 a Lower Falls group of INLA personnel shot and wounded 
their northern organizer, Jackie Goodman, IRSP city councillor Sean Flynn 
and his brother Harry, a leading IRSP member. Goodman turned Queen's 
evidence and his arrest led to the arrest of more than thirty leading 
INLA figures. In 1983 fourteen people, including the IRSP chairperson, 
were arres ted on the testimony of Harry Kirkpatrick, another INLA super­
grass. 

13An IRSP interview states the following: 
In certain areas the IRSP shares agreement with the Provisional 

Republican Movement. For example, as you are aware, like the 
Provos we place particular emphasis on the need for British with-
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drawal and Irish self determination. To state, however that this 
similarity tn the objective warrants the non-existence of the IRSP 
is absurd. There are many areas of disagreement between both 
organisations. 

The spokesperson goes on to say that the IRSP is a truly revolutionary 
party while the republican movement is merely 'populist'. This would 
appear to be a reference to the IRSP adherence to the 'clear cut' period 
in Connolly's development (see chapter one below). This is a misrepre­
sentation of Connelly's later development for he displayed no such 
ideological purity when he combined forces with the 'advanced' national­
ists in 1916. The major difference of opinion between the IRSP and Sinn 
Fein was held to be the latter's objective of a "vague Federal struc­
tured society" while the farmer's "clearly stated aim is that of a 
workers' state." 

Given that the Republican Movement has now jettisoned the federal 
aspect of its future plans, the differences tend to become more apparent. 
(From an interview published by the IRSP.) 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE RISING AND REPUBLICAN ANTECEDENTS 

National revolution in Ireland was a late arrival to that clutch 

of European nationalisms spawned in the late eighteenth century. The 

es ta blishment of a national insurrectionary tradition awaited the pre­

conditions for its birth: the diminution of rural isolation; the 

elaboration of a coherent ideology; and, the provision of an "eruptive 

factor. 11 1 It was only in the latte r part of the nineteenth century that 

the I ris h na tionalist movement finally took hold, and was ushered into 

history by the conflation of a series of economic and social events 

which culminated i n the Easte r Ris i ng of 1916. The Rising was a water­

shed in Irish history2 and the po i nt of origin of modern republicanism. 

Nairn argues that, in the dri ve for modernization, peripheral 

nat i ons have to introduce the material form of 11 progress 11 in the shape 

of hospitals , schools, factories, and parliaments. But they must do 

thi s in such a way as to reject the "mere implementation of these things 

by d'irect i riterventio n or control . 11 3 To mobilize the people against 

t he i r econ om ic bac kwardness, "the mi ddle class intelligentsia had to 

i nvite the masses into history; and the invitation card had to be 

wr itten in a language they unde rstood. 114 In Ireland, the movement for 

cultural revival was the way in which the task was to be undertaken, to 

galvanize the people for what Na irn refers to as the painful forced 

march on t hei r own resources. 
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The notion of cultural revival and the reversal of the effects of 

English "cultural penetration, 11 articulated in the late 1800s by the 

language revival movement, were translated into a revolutionary doctrine 

by Padraig Pearse. To Pearse, the romanticization of the past was in 

itself a revolutionary undertaking, based on Davis' prediction that: 

The first step to nationality is the open and deliberate recog­
nition of it by the people themselves. Once the Irish people 
declare the disconnection of themselves, their feelings and 
interests from the men, feelings and interests of England they 
are on the march for freedom.5 

As Davis rightly argued, what is important is the recognition of their 

cultural distinctiveness by the people themseives. It is precisely here 

that the seemingly arbitrary differentiation of events before and after 

1916 is justified. Nationalism after 1916 moved from the preserve of a 

tiny minority of intellectuals to the national community in the fonn of 

a doctrine of insurrectionary national separatism. Political national­

ism, as a doctrine of political demands made by a national conmunity and 

based on national sentiment, only became a reality after that point. The 

emphasis to be placed on the works of Pearse and Connolly in relation to 

the republican movement which followed them is in no way opposed to 

Gellner's assertion that nationalism seldom springs from the "extremely 

abstruse lucubrations of philosophers. 11 6 Clearly the material conditions 

would have produced a brand of national revolution, with or without 

Pearse and Connolly, but its form and content would have been fundamen­

tally different. 

The Gaelic League, in attempting the revival of the Irish language 

and culture, was undoubtedly important in the origins of republicanism, 



but the point has frequently been overstated, not least by republicans 

themselves. Michael Collins, a later republican leader, was to say of 

the League : 

Iris h history will recognise i n the birth of the Gaelic League 
in 1893 the most important event of the 19th century. I may go 
furt her and say not only in the 19th century but in the whole 
histo ry of our nation. It checked the peaceful penetration and 
once and for all turned the minds of the Irish people back to 
their own co untry . 7 

The language movement was neither a necessary nor sufficient condition 

for the ups urge of nationalism i n I re l and . The Irish language was 
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spoken all t he way through the pol i t i cal oppression of the Penal Laws 

without anythi ng resembling a national revolutionary tradition appearing. 

Poli t ical na t ionali sm is not a necessary concomitant of cultural 

nationalism. The l anguage revi val movement simply provided a catalyst 

in a set of pre- exi stin g social condi tions. In November 1913, Pearse 

decla red t hat the Gaelic League had served its purpose and fulfilled its 

potential: the tas k to which it had been set, the unification of a 

people under a common name, could go no further. Political nationalism 

would have to go forward from the base which the cultural revival had 

helped establish. 

I have come to the conclusion t hat the Gaelic League, as the 
Gaelic League, is a spent force and I am glad of it. I do not 
mean that no work remains for the Gaelic League, or that the 
Gaelic League is no longer equal to the work; I mean that the 
vital work to be done in t he new Ireland will be done not so 
much by the League itself as by the men and movements that have 
sprung from the Gaelic League or have received from the Gaelic 
League a new baptism and a new li fe of grace.8 

What toppled the League's activiti es f rom poetry into insurrectionary 

po l i t i cs, in the ni neteenth century, was the realization of corrrnonality 
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expressed in cultural terms and empowered by the possibility of associ­

ation in the cities. 

Earl ier native protests in the eighteenth century, against dis­

possession and legislative oppression, manifested themselves in the 

isolated though widespread violence of the agrarian secret societies 

against the landowners. The fact that the landlords were, more often 

than not, English provided the impetus for later nationalists to mis­

takenly view these attacks as demonstrative of a primitive nationalism. 9 

In reality, they were reactions to local stimuli such as eviction, 

enclosure and dearth, constituting in terms of nationalism 11 a muscular 

spasm rather than a nervous system. 1110 Organizations such as the 

Defenders, the Whiteboys and the Ribbon societies were agrarian both 

in membership and objectives, totally lacking in political ideology. 

While it would be imprudent to suggest that there is a clear and defin­

itive line between events occurring before and after April 1916, the 

earlier reactive agrarian belligerants must be seen as elements in the 

environment which produced the Rising, rather than precursors to the 

republican movement which followed. Both republican violence and the 

ideology which functioned to justify it to its followers today take their 

point of ori gi n from the 1916 Rising. The social and economic environ­

ment which produced agrarian violence would ultimately create the 

sociological base for the national revolution, in the form of the new 

Irish proletariat. 

In contrast to the above view, Cruise O'Brien argues that "the 

beginnings of the Irish revolution-that is the revolution of the 
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Catholic Irish-are as much in America as in Ireland. 1111 Thus, he 

emphasizes the role of the emigrant Irish who, in seeing in American 

history t he reflection of their own oppression by Britain, "became more 

anti-English than were many Irishmen who remained in Ireland. 1112 Indeed 

the Irish Repuhlican Brotherhood (IRB) which originated in America did 

stage a re belli on for national liberation in 1867, fired by the belief 

that England would never withdraw "except by the persuasion of cold lead 
/ 

and steel. 1113 On the 4th of March 1867, the IRB, more familiarly known 

as the "Fenians, 11 proclaimed themselves a provisional government and 

issued a copy of their proclamation. "The real owners of the soil," it 

pointed out, "were removed to make room for cattle, and driven across 

the ocean to seek the means of living and the political right denied to 

them at home but we never lost the memory and hope of a national 

existence. 1114 The similarities between the tactics of the Fenians and 

the republicans of 1916 are striking, but the rising was an utter 

failure, defeated in a matter of hours. It was, in essence, simply an 

incident in which an emerging nationalist ideology threw ill-equipped 

and badly organized peasants aga inst British military might. Cruise 

O'Brien's suggestion that it was from the association of the emigrant 

Irish in America that the origin of nationalist revolt arrived ignores 

the fact that support for the Fenian revolt was suppressed by the 

straightforward application of land reforms. In his history of the IRB, 

Leon O'Broin states that by 1916 "it is not unfair to say that by this 

stage, after more than half a century of existence, the IRB had achieved 

no practical result whatsoever. 111 5 Whil e the ideological underpinnings 



of Irish nationalism had appeared, the social bases in which it could 

flourish were, as yet, undeveloped. 
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The republican ideology, as the product of the liaison between 

Connelly's socialism and Pearse's "physical-force" nationalism, cannot 

be understood if divorced from the conditions which diminished rural 

isolation and established an Irish rather than a British commonality. 

The structural necessities of capitalist (in this case English capital­

ist) development manifested themselves in the rationalization of agri­

culture through the consolidation of tiny farmlands, and for the first 

time precipitated the basis for a genuine "imagined community. 1116 The 

throwing together of the displaced peasantry in urban centres increased 

the perception of commonality which was to be sensitized by the Gaelic 

cultural revival. Thus, rather than originating in agrarian struggles 

and being carried to the cities, nationalism began with the urban popu­

lation and by a process of acculturation spread to the peasantry. It 

was not only the conflicting orders for the commencement of the Rising 

that restricted the battle of 1916 to the city of Dublin. A member of 

the IRB remarked at the time on the contrast between the intense revolu­

tionary activity in Dublin before the Rising where "every person one met 

seemed to be a rebel of some sort " and the atmosphere in the countryside 

where "the first enthusiasm had disappeared and trying to make any head­

way seemed like rolling a stone up an endless hill. 1117 

It was in the nationalist movemen t's appeal to the new proletariat 

that this stage of Irish revolt differed from the earlier reactive 

agrarian uprisings. Fostered by the creation of this class and the 
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severity of its subsequent exploitation, an i ll-defined national senti­

ment finally burst into political nationalism with the Rising providing 

its eruptive factor . The growing urban populations in Ireland in the 

late nineteenth century reflected in many ways the conditions of the 

English proletariat in the era of nascent capitalism. However, to the 

ills of uncontrolled social domination were added the disadvantages of 

national domination. The lack of any ability to protect infant indus­

tries, due to the absence of national government, had been further 

compounded by the continued export of capital upon which indigenous 

industry would have to feed. Marx estimated the amount paid to absentee 

landlords in 1834 to be in the region of over $30 million. 

Middlemen accumulated fortunes that they would not invest in 
improvement of land and could not , under the system which 
prostrated manufacturers, invest in machinery etc. 811 their 
accumulations were sent therefore to England for investment.18 

Th h . l d d . b f . t . 19 h . h e c ang1r.g rura economy pro uce massive num ers o ev1c ions w 1c 

swelled the urban population, while the simultaneous export of capital 

resulted in a system of underdevelopment manifesting itself in horrific 

social conditions in the cities. 20 

The growing problems of violent disaffection in the countryside, 21 

and the growth of a ~'Home Rule" movement22 hoping ultimately to enforce 

a degree of trade protection, were answered by a series of concessions 

which, while blunting the edge of rebellion, maintained British domina­

tion. The Land Acts of 1881 and 1886 culminated in the 1903 Wyndham Act, 

which offered to the landlords financial inducements to sell their 

property. The peasantry paid dea rly for the repossession of the land, 

and only a few of them benefitted, but the policy of concession together 



with the depopulation of the countrys i de combined to take the steam 

from the boiler of rural revolt. J.C. Beckett points out that "since 

the settlement of the land problem, the driving force supplied by the 

grievances of the tenantry had almost disappeared and the social dis­

content of the towns helped to provide a substitute. 1123 

The Home Rule Bill, a "vehicle for preserving British rule in 

Ireland in a more acceptable and a less naked form, 1124 became law in 
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191 4. The Act, enabling a degree of legislative independence and con­

taining within it a plan for the partition of the island, was subsequently 

suspended for the duration of the war. The arming of the Ulster Loyalists, 

in defiance of the British attempt to impose Home Rule, had precipitated 

an alliance between the Volunteer movement25 and the socialist republican 
26 movement. The leaders of these two organizations, Pearse and Connolly, 

were to become the founding fathers of republicanism. However, the 

import and breadth of the leadership's contributions to the republican 

movement which subsequently deve l oped were unequal. Pearse's political 

writings, in contrast to Connolly's, spanned a comparatively short period 

of time. Pearse distinguished himself by elevating to a point of prin­

ciple in repub.licanism what the Fenians had perceived as the necessity 

to use armed force to expel the British from Ireland. "England, 11 they 

argued, "would never concede self-government to the force of argument 
27 only to the argument of force. " That principle has rarely been ques-

tioned within the movement. As a romantic nationalis t , Pearse concerned 

himse l f si mply with what Nairn refers t o as invit i ng t he masses into 

history. In large part, that i nvi t ation was accepted in the period 
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between 1916 and the establishment of the Irish "free state." 

For Connolly, national l i beration was simply a precondition for 

the social liberation of Ireland's proletariat. He saw independence not 

as an end i n itself, but as a means to an end. Therefore, contra Pearse, 

he believed the removal of British power to be the point of origin of a 

significant social transformation, rather than its completion. National 

liberation to Connolly was not simply the acquisition of the symbolic 

representation of nationhood in emblems, anthems and legislatures. 

The struggle fQr Irish freedom has two aspects, it is national 
and it is social. The national ideal can never be realised 
until Ireland stands forth before the world as a nation, free 
and independent. It is social and economic because no matter 
what the form of government may be, as long as one class owns 
as private property the land and i nstruments of labour from 
which mankind derive their substance, that class will always 
have it in their power to plunder and enslave the remainder of 
their fellow creatures.28 

The possibility of social advancement in Ireland, Connolly believed to 

be contingent upon its complete secession from Britain. It was to be 

Connelly's detailed work which would provide the font of historical 

legitimacy from which the republican movement was to draw. It is for 

this reason that the movement takes pains to assert "we are the true 

revolutionaries and the true inheritors of James Connolly. 1129 

Although by 19)6 there was what amounted to an organic coalescence 

of the ideas of Pearse and Connolly, they approached the revolutionary 

situation of that year by significantly different routes. To Connolly, 

the implementation of a degree of trade protection through Home Rule, 

while still maintaining British domination, was drastically misconceived. 

It was clear to him that, with the era of imperialism now firmly 
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established, the amelioration of Ireland's economic backwardness demanded 

more radical measures. Because of the crisis of overproduction and 

underconsumption, the markets of the world were being fought over by the 

already developed nations. "Bear this in mind," Connolly argued," 

that Germany, France, Belgium, Austria and Japan are entering into the 

struggle; that each of them is striving hard, not only to provide what 

it had formerly relied on England to provide but also to beat England 

out of the markets of the world. 113° For Ireland to jump into the fray 

for markets at this time would lead to an unbridled renewal of social 

oppression and a "state of social wretchedness for which no savage land 

can furnish a parallel . 1131 

It is well to remember that even under the most favourabl~ con­
ditions, even if by some miracle we were able to cover the green 
fields of Erin with huge, ugly factories, with chimnies belching 
fort h volumes of poisonous smoke and coating the island with a 
sooty desolation-even then we would quickly find that under 
conditions born of the capitalistic system our one hope of keep­
ing our feet as a manufacturing nation, would depend on our 
ability to work longer and harder for a lower wage than the other 
nations of Europe in order that our middle class may have the 
oppo rtunity of selling their goods at a lower price than their 
competitors. This is equivalent to saying that our chance of 
making Ireland a manufacturing country depends on us becoming 
the lowest blacklegs in Eu rope.32 

Therefore, he believed, considering not only the paucity of the materials 

for industrial advance but also the inappropriate timing of entering 

this comnercial battlefield, the English socialist alliance with the 

Liberals in support of Home Rule was mistaken. Home Rule and its pro­

vision of some measure of trade protection would provide no answer to 

the problem. Ireland, Connolly be li eved, could not progress towards 

socialism in the "Darwinian" way suggested by the British socialists, 33 



but would have to jump a stage and progress directly from its pre­

capitalist condition to a socialist autarchy by revolutionary means. 

Succession and then socialism he considered to be the order and the 

means by which the social liberation of Ireland's working class could 

be achieved. The program of the Irish Socialist Repub.lican Party 

concluded: 

That the subjection of one nation to another, as of Ireland 
to the authority of the British crown, is a barrier to the free 
political and economic development of the subjected nation, and 
can only serve in the interests of the exploiting classes of 
both nations. . 

That, therefore, the national and economic freedom of the 
Irish people must be sought in the same direction, viz. the 
establishment of an Irish Socialist Republic, and the consequent 
conversion of the means of production distribution and exchange 
into the common property of •society to .be held and controlled by 
a democratic state in the interests of the entire corrrnunity.34 

To Connolly, it was apparent that the oncoming partitioning of the 

island would crush any hope for the realization of proletarian unity: 

Such a scheme ... the betrayal of national democracy of indus-
trial Ulster ... would set back the wheels of progress, would 
destroy the oncoming unity of the 1 abour movement and paralyse 
all advanced movements while ' it endured.35 
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He recognized, in the attitudes of the Protestant workers of the north, 

the emergence of the same sectionalism which was characteristic of the 

upper echelons of the craft unions, a labour aristocracy. The Protestant 

workers would rightly perceive their elevated position to be due to 

British rule and thus their support of British political domination would 

ensure their continued social domination. Independence would result in 

equal democratic rights for both the loyalist and nationalist sections of 

the working class, a situation to be striven for even in the face of 

opposition from the loyalist population. 



The loss of its privileged position will mean for Protestantism 
the possibility of an immense spiritual uplifting, and the 
emergence into a knowledge of its kinship with its brothers and 
sisters of different creeds.36 
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The union with Britain, he believed, was a barrier to social emancipa­

tion, for not only did it hold back real economic development but it 

would ensure as long as it survived that sectional interest would take • 

precedence over class interest. A socialist republic, operating under 

a system of strict autarchy, would constitute the only way forward, for 

only by this means could the objective interests of the proletariat emerge 

from under the weight of capitalist hegemonic power. 

Remove the barrier, throw the Irish people back upon their own 
resources, make them realise the causes of poverty, of lack of 
progress, of arrested .civic and ·national development, are then 
to be sought from within and not from without, are in their 
power to remove or perpetuate, and ere long that spirit of 
democratic progress will invade and permeate all our social 
and civil institutions.37 

Pearse, as a cultural nationalist, believed strongly that the 

granting of Home Rule was the insertion of a lever which would eventually 

part Ireland from England. Those who derided the Home Rule Bill as 

insufficient to the needs of Ireland he compared to 

the prisoner who refused to have one of his manacles taken from 
him when his oppressors would not remove the second one too. 
That prisoner did not understand that to remove one of the 
manacles would make it easier for him to escape, and perhaps 
it would have been a weapon i n his hand given to him by God.38 

However, his support of the bill was based on the willingness or ability 

of the British government to secure its passage, and Pearse had already 

become sceptical, having seen the first two bills run aground on Conserv­

ative intransigence. Speaking from a Dublin platfonn, he . prophetically 

warned against governmental procras t i nation: "If they trick us again," 
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he said, 11 ! will lead an insurrection myself. 1139 He vacillated for some 

time from a revolutionary to a refonnist position, hoping at one moment 

for Irish unity under Redmond and threatening the British government 

with "red war throughout Ireland1140 the next. Despite this, the seeds 

of his later belief in the necessity of anned force to. end cultural 

penetration were beginning to genninate. Pearse's newspaper, An Barr 

Bu.agh, which ran to a total of eleven issues, preached "the elementary 

political truth that the liberty of the people can only be guaranteed by 

its readiness dnd ability to vindicate it in:.arms. 1141 

Between 1912, after the collapse of his newspaper, and 1913, Pearse 

dedicated himself to the upkeep of his school, which had neared financial 

ruin during his preoccupation with politics. His writings, in From a 

Hermitage, between 1913 and 1914 reveal a new transfonnation. He became 

- passionately aware that Ireland ' s i ndividuality would not only become 

· submerged, but that its colonial status would be passively accepted. He 

admonished the quiescence of the Irish people in accepting their inferior 

colonial status, fearing that the perenrii.al undercurrent of revolt would 

finally expire. "There comes to a slave," he argued, "as there comes to 

a tortured child or a tortured animal, a time when stripes seem nonnal 

and it is easier to endure than to protest. 1142 The very life of the 

nation would depend upon a demonstration of resistance, "a very passion­

ate assertion of its nationality, " the fonn of which would "depend 

largely on the passage or non-passage of the Home Rule Bil 1. 1143 

His commitment to anned resistance was steadily reinforced as the 

possibility of legislative independence grew more distant~ The deter-
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mination of the Loyalists to resist the passage of the Home Rule Bill 

had remained for many the subject of derision. It seemed that a minor­

ity of a minority in Ireland could not resist the will of the British 

parliament. England was after all, as Pearse acknowledged, a tiger among 

beasts and a shark among fish. 44 To some extent, Pearse still held out 

hope that the bill would be enforced. But if Orange resistance was 

sufficiently substantial then the nationalists should support them. 

It is unquestionable that Sir Edward Carson 1 s Provisional 
government would govern Ireland better than she has been 
governed by the English cabinet; at any rate it could not 
be .worse.45 

Pearse did not espouse armed revolt as an all-encompassing principle but 

rather as one which was applicable in Ireland's particular relationship 

with England. 

Obviously, if a nation can obtain its freedom without bloodshed, 
it is its duty to so obtain it. Those of us w o believe tat 
in the circumstances of Ireland, it is not possible to obtain 
our freedom without bloodshed will admit that much.46 

Strictly speaking, there was no absolute dichotomy between the 

perspectives of Pearse and Connolly inmediately prior to the Rising. 

The doctrines of Pearse's "physical force" nationalism and Connolly's 

socialism are not separate hues on the canvas of republican ideology but 

rathe~like still wet water colours were inextricably mixed at more than 

one COITITIOn point. Pearse's conservatism was considerably eroded by his 

reading of Connolly 1 s Labour in Irish History, while Connolly 1 s belief 

in the efficacy of "physical force " was demonstrated by his participation 

in the Rising. As Edwards argues, "within his emotional limits Pearse 

was ever open to intellectual argument and Connolly was to have a 



profound effect on him. ,,47 

Having previously seen only national oppression Pearse began, 

under Connolly's influence, to perceive a greater wrong. He said: 

My instinct is with the landless man against the lord of lands 
and with the breadless man against the master of millions. I 
may be wrong, but I do hold it a terrible sin that there should 
be landless men in this island of waste yet fertile valleys and 
that there should be breadless men in the cities where great 
fortunes are made and enjoyed.48 
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Connolly believed that the rebellion was justified not only because of 

Ireland's particular situation but also because such an action would 

precipitate a European revolution (much in the same way that the Bolshe­

viks expected this to follow 1917). 

Starting thus, Ireland may yet set the torch to a European con­
flagration that will not burn out until the last throne and the 
last capitalist bond and debenture w_ ill be shrivelled on the 
funeral pyre of the last war-lord.4~ 

Pearse, like Connolly, saw the possibility of a European uprising, but 

as a consequence of the re-emergence of militarism and the "exhilaration 

of war." Undoubtedly the war raised for Pearse remarkably similar ques­

tions to those of the revolutionary left: 

What if the war kindles in the slow breasts of the English 
toilers a wrath like the wrath of the French in 1789?50 

Both men were infuriated by their generation's lack of .vigour and 

zeal, preferring to talk rather than act. Pearse had railed: 

A nice figure we cut during the Boer war! We talked. Assuming 
our warlike declarations were seriously intended, what prevented 
us chasing the British garrison, small boys and militia men out 
of the country?51 

Connolly heaped similar amounts of sarcasm upon the passive Irish. 

With war in Africa, war in China, war in India, we of the uncon­
quered Celtic race would rise up in our millions from Malin Head 



to Cape Clear, from Dublin to Galway, and-well, pass strong 
resolutions, and pray that someone else may beat the Sasanach. 

The Boers are invulnerable on Kopjes, the Boxers are death 
on missionaries, but we are irresistable on 11 resolutions. 11 52 
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Both had succumbed to the Fenian maxim that England's difficulty is 

Ireland's opportunity, and both had determined that another opportunity 

should not be allowed to pass. 

Certainly Pearse trod part of the way on Connolly's path, but he 

remained a populist seeing national oppression and only vaguely seeing 

the class oppression which underlay it. He declared himself ultimately 

at peace 1t1ith his "fellow slave, whether capitalist or worker" for 11 God ­

knows that we, poor remnant of a gallant nation, endure enough shame in 
53 comnon to make us brothers." What he perceived as th.e evils of cultural 

penetration had fired in him a revolutionary impulse, but his education 

in 11 the school of the Gaelic League, 1154 while enabling him to see the 

results of political domination, had provided him with only a fantastic 

and utopian vision of a free Ireland which would be governed "as no 

external power-nay not even a government of angels and archangels-could 

govern her . 1155 The cause of Ireland's plight, both social and economic, 

resided purely in its inability to govern itself and all its ills could 

be alleviated by the acquisition of that ability. "Before God," he said, 

I h f h l . . f . d . t. 1156 1 I believe that t ~ root cause o t e matter 1es 1n ore1gn om1na 10n. 

He failed in the end to plumb the depths of Connolly's analysis that, 

If you remove the English army tomorrow and hoist the green flag 
over Dublin Castle, unless you set about the organisation of the 
Socialist Republic your efforts would be in vain. 

England would still rule you. She would rule you through her 
capitalists, through her landl ords, through her financiers.57 

While it would be pointless to postulate the direction and extent of 
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Pearse's political development had a firing squad not interrupted it, it 

is clear that a dichotomous view of the beliefs which fired the Rising 

is inappropriate. 
-

Pearse's contribution to the ideology of the republican movement 

has remained a source of controversy which has, if anything, grown 

increasingly enigmatic with each revelation of his 11 true 11 character. 58 

He has been at once a selfless revolutionary hero, 59 an eccentric 

obsessed with the notion of sacrifice of himself and others, 60 and a 

11 proto fascist" whose 11 mouthings ... about blood and soil evokes 

nausea." 
61 

By his pa rti ci pa ti on in the Rising, Pearse embroidered into J 
the fabric of cu l tural nationalism an uncompromising insurrectionary 

tradition. The assertion of the principle of armed uprising he saw in 

Ireland's case to be a duty about which there could be no misgivings. 

Whatever soul searchings there may be among Irish political 
parties now or hereafter, we go on in the calm certitude of 
having done the clear, clean, sheer thing. We have the peace 
of mind of those who never compromise.62 

Pearse and Connolly moulded t he clay of nationalism to produce the 

doctrine which proclaimed its end to be a socialist republic and the 

means to armed revolt . Both of these notions were to be encapsulated in 

the Proclamation of 1916, to which the modern republican movement 

believes itself to adhere. That document declared 11 the right of the 

people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland and to the unfettered 

control of Irish destinies. 1163 Should the Rising not have sufficiently 

demonstrated the republican method, t he Proclamation states that the 

Provisional government should hol d the administration in trust 11 until 

our arms have brought the opportune moment 1164 for the realization of an 



elected national government. The material they shaped from 11 physical 

force 11 nationalism and socialism was vitrified in the crucible of the 

Rising and has proven its durability in the years which followed it. 
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The Republ ican Movement of today sees itself as the inheritor : of an 

incomplete or "betrayed" revolution which left one section of the island 

unfree. The compl~tion of the revolution corrrnenced in 1916 will con­

tinue to be carried out according to the doctrine etched into republi­

canism by its founding fathers. 
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ENDNOTES - CHAPTER ONE 

l A . H . Bi re h , l 9 7 9 , p . 5 5 . 

2To claim that the Rising represents a watershed in Irish history 
is seemingly to state a truism, for it is widely accepted that the 
history of the Irish republic began at this conjuncture. But there has 
been a tendency to overstate the importance of the actual event itself. 
In the first place, the Rising brought to a head the conditions of 
revolt which had been maturing for some considerable time. The pull of 
the industrial centres and the push of large scale evictions, in facili­
tation of enclosure, had created in the cities the conditions in which 
the ideology of republicanism could flourish. The Rising was an erup­
tive factor which simply detonated materials which were already present. 
It strains credibility to suggest that the execution of the leadership of 
an unpopular armed plot, in a time of war when executions would be 
expected, could initiate the startling about-face of an entire population. 
Kelley's recent work is to some extent representative of this view. 

Home Rule no longer held much attraction after such a terrible 
blood sacrifice. Instead of pleading in the British parliament 
for a bit of self government, Ireland now sought to redeem its 
honour and pay homage to the Easter dead by demanding a republic. 
Nothing less would be proper or acceptable. (K. Kelley, 1982, 
p. 33.) . 

Detonators do not produce such explos i ve results by acting in empty 
space . This image of posthumous legitimation is certainly a romantic 
and attract i ve image, but it has l i ttle to do with reality. While the 
Rising was well placed to do the most damage, it should be noted that 
other indications suggest that a more separatist attitude may already 
have begun to manifest itself prior to this event. The membership of 
Redmond's National Volunteers, that is those who merely demanded legis­
lative independence, reached a high point of 191,644 by mid-September 
1915 and dropped by no 1 es s than 39,554 members in mid-December , 1915 
(see B. MacGiolla Chaille, 1966, p. 201). The revolutionary section of 
the Volunteers under MacNeill ga ined 3,804 members in the same period 
(ibid.). 
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16The necessity to rationalize agricultural production was facili­
tated by the onset of the famine. The potato famine, although at its 
worst in 1847, was already well established by 1845. In attempting to 
effect a remedy the British government's repeal of the Corn Laws, while 
proving totally ineffectual at slowing the death rate (see T.A. Jackson, 
1970, p. 245) did increase international competition for the sale of 
foodstuffs. The concomitant decrease in prices reduced the ability of 
the peasantry to pay rent by the sale of agricultural produce and spurred 
the landowners' demands for consolidation. Following the famine, the 
depopulation of the countryside through starvation or emigration facili­
tated the consolidation process and the formation of large livestock 
producing estates. As Marx observed: 

Through the repeal of the Corn Laws, Ireland lost her monopoly 
position on the English market, the old rent could not be paid. 
High prices for meat and the backruptcy of the still remaining 
landowners further contributed to the eviction of the small 
peasants and the transformation of their land into sheep pasture. 
(Marx and Engels, 1971, p. 141) 

Tenants thus cleared from the land tended to gravitate towards the urban 
centres or to areas where land could still be rented. The net effect of 
consolidation in the countryside was to acutely raise the level of 
competition for the land still available and to drive rents steadily 
upwards. At the same time competition from North America, Australia, 
New Zealand and the Danish diary and bacon industries drove prices down­
wards and exponentially increased the misery of the peasantry. The 
growing despair in rural areas was responsible to a large extent for the 
outbreaks of peasant violence. 

17Quoted in C. Townshend, op. cit., p. 301. 
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18Marx and Engels, 1971, p! 133 . Original emphasis. 

19see S. Clark and J.S. Donnelly Jr., 1983, p. 393. 

20By the beginning of the 20th century, Dublin had burgeoned into 
an industrial city inhabited for the most part by those too poor to 
emigrate to either America or England. Arnold Wright's publication, 
Disturbed Dub lin, subsidized by the employers to put their side of the 
Dublin lock-out of 1913, outlines the conditions in which the new prole­
tariat existed: 

The Dublin slum is a thing apart in the inferno of social degra­
dation. Nowhere can there be found concentrated so many of the 
evils which are associated with the underworld of our modern 
civilization . To say that men and women live like beasts of the 
field is the merest truth. In buildings-old and rotten and 
permeated with both physical and moral corruption-they crowd in 
incredible numbers. At the Government Inquiry into Dublin hous­
ing conditions, held in NoYember, 1913, some astounding facts 
were brought into prominence .... Although there appear to be 
in the city 5,322 tenement houses accommodating, if such a word 
can be used, 25,822 families or a total population of 87~305, 
no fewer than 20,108 families occupy one room each, 4,402 of the 
remainder have only two rooms each. (R.M. Fox, 1944, p. 18) 

21 The situation in the north had been substantially different from 
the rest of Ireland, for the method of exploitation of the land had been 
modified by the plantations. In the south, large estates had been 
acquired by individual colonists wh i le the north was let to large 
numbers of lowland Scots, reducing colonial landholdings to a small size . 
The occupiers of the land in the north benefitted from an advantageous 
tenurial system known as the "Ulster Custom." This system granted to 
the tenants of the London II undertakers" fixity of tenure, fair rent and 
free sale. There has been considerable debate concerning whether this 
custom spurred on the industrial advance in the northern province. But 
what is important in this context is that this may have made a signifi­
cant contribution to the relative peace among the northern tenants. 

22Gladstone 1 s attempts to pl acate the peasantry by means of con­
cessions deeply alarmed the Conservati ve element in Ireland and they 
moved towards the federal ideas of Issac Butt, a Protestant lawyer. 
Butt suggested that domestic politi cs should once more pass into the 
hands of an Irish, and less radi ca l parliament. At the time of its 
conception in 1870, the Home Rul e movement was dominated by Irish 
Conservative landowners whose pri mary concern was to restrict the slide 
towards peasant proprietorship. It was necessary, they said, in view of 
the events of the last five years of un rest, "as we value .the welfare of 
our country and regard the safety of all we possess to make some steps 
towa rds a reconciliation or ag reement with the national sentiment" 
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(quoted in A. Dures, 1973, pp. 44-45). In only four years, the Home 
Government Association was reorganized into the Home Rule League, the 
Conservative membership numerically overtaken by the Liberals, and their 
policies extended from simply legislative independence to include land 
refonn and state supported interdenominational education. The weapon 
forged by the Conservatives was seized by those aga inst whom it was 
intended to be employed. 

23 J.C. Beckett, 1982, p. 150. 

24 D. Reed, 1984, p. 41. 

25 In the run-up to the Rising, the relationship of the Volunteers, 
who were to fight under Pearse, and Connolly 1 s Irish Citizen Army was 
far from amicable, presumably because Connolly was not informed until 
relatively late of the Volunteers• true revolutionary character. The 
military council of the Volunteers had gone a long way to maintain a 
facade of constitutionalism. Redmond 1 s participation in the passage of 
the Home Rule Bill had made him immensely popular, given the prevailing 
optimism in the ability of the British state to enforce it. Realizing 
this, the Volunteers attempted to co-opt him into the movement. The 
submission of the Volunteers to Redmond 1 s demand for the inclusion of 
twenty-five of his nominees, as a condition of his entry, had parted the 
ICA and the Volunteers further. Redmond and his supporters participated 
in order to assist the British government against the loyalist reaction 
in the north. It was never a commitment to revolutionary politics. The 
corning of the war and the subsequent shelving of the Government of 
Ireland Act discredited Redmond and split the Volunteers into pro- and 
anti-Redmond sections. The National Volunteers followed Redmond while 
the Irish Volunteers now contained only the revolutionary membership. 

26
Three organizations participated in the Rising of 1916, the 

Irish Citizen Army (ICA), Cumman na mBan and the Irish Volunteers. James 
Connolly led the ICA while the Volunteers, having been infiltrated by the 
IRB, fought under Pearse. While the importance of Cumman na mBan (the 
women 1 s army) should not be underestimated, their dimi nutive size and the 
fact that they did not differ from the main participants leaves them 
somewhat peripheral to the focus of this study. The ICA, which organized 
under the direction of Captain Jack White D.S.O., a Protestant Ulsterman , 
was not an army of national liberat i on but an armed wing of the Transport 
Union. The size of the ICA was never accurately ascertained for "those 
who marched and drilled occasionally regarded themselves as members of 
the Army equally with those who carri ed out systematic and regular train­
ing11 (R.M. Fox, 1944, p. 59). 

27Quoted in T. Boden, 1977 , p. 53. 
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33Th; commonly held view in British socialism was that working 
class emancipation would come about by the gradual and progressive clip­
ping away of capitalist rule. The transition to socialism would be 
achieved only when the developmental potential of capitalism had expended 
itself and thus, considering Irish industrial backwardness, the way for­
ward for the Irish proletariat was through close alliance with their 
British counterparts . In effect, because of the advanced nature of the 
English working class, the socia l ist transformation would be achieved 
off the back of the English revol ution. This analysis followed closely 
an earlier assertion by Engels that the social liberation of Ireland 
would be achieved by alliance with the English Chartists. 

The mass of the Irish peop l e will undoubtedly unite more closely 
with the English Chartists arid will act in accordance with a 
common plan. This will bri ng the victory to the English demo­
crats, and hence the liberati on of Ireland, considerably closer. 
(Marx and Engels, 197li p. 50) 

Connolly's view of the necessity of Irish separation for social advance 
followed Marx's own conversion to this view. In the letter to Engels in 
1869, Marx stated: 

For a long time I believed t hat it would be possible to overthrow 
the Irish regime by English working class ascendency. I always 
expressed this point of view in the New York Tribune. Deeper 
study .has now convinced me of the opposite. The English working 
c 1 ass wi 11 never accomp Ush anything before it has got rid of 
Ireland. The lever must be applied in Ireland. That is why the 
Irish question is so important for the social movement · in general. 
(Marx, in Marx and Engels, 1971, p. 384) 

As Connolly was to argue: 
The doctrine that because the workers of Belfast live under the 
same industrial conditions as do those of Great Britain, they are 
therefore subject to the same passions and to be influenced by the 
same methods of propaganda , i s a doctrine almost screamingly funny 
in its absurdity. (Connolly, 1975, p. 53) 
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35Quoted in R.D. Edwards, 1981, p. 133 . 
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57connolly, in Berresford Ellis, ed., 1981, p. 124. 

58Great significance has been attached to the thrust of Pearse 1 s 
play, 11 The Singer, 11 which depicts a revolutionary leader, MacDara, who 
in the latter part of the script suggests that 11 one man can free a 
people as one man redeemed the world. 11 Most, if not all, commentaries 
on Pearse's life have pointed in evidence to the fresco in Scoil Eanna 
quoting Cuhulainn's words, 11 Bec a brig liom sin sa gen go rabar acht 
aenla ocus aenadaig ar bith acht go marat m'airscela ocus m'imthechta 
dinn esi 11 (I care not though I live but one day and one night if only 
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my fame and my deeds live after me). Fortunately, an examination of 
Pearse's political writings may legitimately circumnavigate such tenuous 
and ambiguous indicators of the state of his psyche. While a brief 
sketch of Pearse's political thought cannot devote itself to an exoner­
ation of the "man of sorrows, 11 the fact that such a sketch is considered 
instructive is in itself an implicit rejection of George Russell 1 s 
charge that the leaders of the Rising 11 had no intellect. Connolly was 
the only one with a grip on his mind 11 (quoted in H. Wilson, 1983, p. 44). 
Of course evidence from a play which may (or may not) have been autobio­
graphical, from Yeats's poem, 11 The Rose Tree 11 and a fresco in a boys• 
school may fndicate a megalomaniac impulse requiring satiation by blood 
sacrifice. But it should be remembered that in the run up to the war 
both propaganda and the recruitment drive were becoming increasingly 
hysterical. One should compare the conclusion of Pearse 1 s sanguine and 
much quoted statement on the virtue of bloodshed with that of a contem­
porary: 

There are many things more horrible than bloodshed and slavery is 
one of them. (P. Pearse, 1962, p. 99) 

F.E. Smith, later Lord Birkenhead, ·states in remarkably similar terms: 
Violence is always deplorable. So is bloodshed. Yet violence 
and bloodshed in Ulster would be an incomparably smaller mis­
fortune than cowardly acquiescence in slavery. (See T. Johnson, 
1918, p. 16) 

Pearse's ·works were, for the .most part, purposive in a particular direc­
tion. He wrote to steel a relatively small social aggregate against an 
empire and in this undertaking was encouraged to express himself in 
stridently nationalist terms. Writing to Tom Clarke for advice on the 
peroration he -was to give at the graveside of O'Donovan Rossa, he was 
told, "make it hot as Hell, throw all discretion to the winds 11 (in R.D. 
Edwards, 1977, p. 245). It is important to distinguish the oratory from 
belief and the poetic from the political. 

59see D. Ryan, 1919. 

6Osee R.D. Edwards, 1977. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE SPLIT: 1969-1970 

The ideological foundations upon which republican violence was 

justified were progressively undennined by the apparent liberalization 

of the six-county state and the seeming economic collapse of the south. 

The movement seemed incapable of presenting to the nationalist minority 

in the north any semblance of a revolutionary strategy beyond the tradi­

tional rejection of British domination. Connelly's view that work~ng 

class unity could only follow the abolition of the two partition states 

seemed to be decreasingly relevant in the light of social and economic 

development. As Coogan has pointed out, there "had been no sectarian 

rioting since 1935 and the comradship of the war years had taken the 

sting out of Protestant-Catholic relationships. 111 Further, during the 

1950s, while the six-county economy had become increasingly stagnant and 

discrimination remained central to its operation, 2 the situation of the 

southern working class did little to attract their co-religionists in 

the north. Unemployment rates in the south were consistently higher in 

the period up to the end of the l950s 3 and emigration the~e had totalled 

over 960,000 between 1926 and 1966. 4 The British Labour government's 

imposition of the welfare state upon the Unionists in the course of the 

late l940s, 5 dulled substantially the lustre of the republican demand for 

the severance of the link with Britain. It may be safely assumed that 

the Catholic hierarchy's veto on state-administered health services in 

the south in the 1950s6 also di minished the appeal of secession while 



reinforcing the Loyalist view of the nature of the Catholic dominated 

southern state. 
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It was within this social and economic context that the IRA car­

ried out its 1956-1962 campaign of military action, largely unsupported 

by those on whose 'behalf' they saw themselves operating. There was no 

attempt to politicize the population they believed themselves to repre­

sent and this was to some extent due to the fact that contrary to Mao's 

dictum, the revolutionary party was controlled by its military wing. 

The very existence of the IRA was precariously balanced upon a base of 

public support which was steadily dwindling and on a populace increas­

ingly alienated from its aims. As a revolutionary movement, the IRA 

required for its survival, if not the willing support then at least the 

passive acceptance of the people among whom it operated. Cathal Goulding 

later 'official' ·chief of staff, was under no illusions as to the depth 

of the crisis: 

As a famous revolutionary once said, 11 a guerrilla must move 
through his people like a fish moving through water"; we I 
think moved through our people like a fish moving through a 
desert. 7 

The Sinn Fein newspaper, The United Irishman, was in debt to the extent 

of some three to four hundred pounds, its circulation having dropped over 

the course of the campaign from 100,000 to 14,000. More serious still, 

as support diminished in Ireland, so also did economic aid from America. 

IRA finances by 1962 amounted to about £12. According to Liam MacMillen 

of the Belfast brigade leadership, the total membership in 1961 was 

twenty-four men and the entire extent of their armaments numbered two 

serviceable short arms. 8 
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As Reed has pointed out, 11 it is precisely in such periods of 

demoralisation and defeat that revisionist influence can take root in a 

revolutionary movement. 119 The movement, now militarily stagnant, began 

to re-evaluate its position in the light of its recent defeat. Para­

chuted into the leadership were a number of Left academics, notably 

Anthony Caughlan, a lecturer from Trinity College and Roy Johnston who 

was to become the movement's "education officer cum political commi­

sar.1110 There was also a transferance of membership from the Stalini.st 

Irish workers' party who brought. their weight to bear on the constitu­

tional side of the movement. Following on the heels of the 1962 cease­

fire, a conference was called which was to be both a post mortem on the 

failures of the concluded campaign and a policy 'think tank' for future 

action. Large and hitherto sacrosanct sections of republican orthodoxy 

came to be critically scrutinized and the revolutionary or 'physical 

force' side of the movement came under attack. The conference produced 

an internal document, later published under the title , I nside the IFA. 

The post mortem aspect of the document was unequivocal : 

1. The anny had no solid base among the people. 
2. It has no clear-cut ideology which could define for the 

people what the struggle was all about. 
3. The anny had concentrated its attacks upon the British 

military occupation of t he six counties to the exclusion 
of ·direct assaults on the Bri tish economic and cultural 
penetration of the six and twenty-s i x counties. 

4. Free statism had been ·left free of • .. :;, military, poli ­
tical and economic assaults and was merely attacked for 
its failure to take the si x counties and its coercion of 
the Republicans.11 

It was during this period of critical sel f-evaluation that the republican 

movement was caught and dragged along by a wave of politico-economic 



events which was to shatter the passive uninterrupted progress of 

Unionist rule in the north. 

The Second World War had significantly facilitated northern 
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exports and bolstered the economy but the industrial base was still 

detrimentally reliant upon the export of goods from its declining sec­

tors, notably in textiles and heavy industry. 12 The end of the war 

signalled the downturn of the ability of those sectors to maintain large 

work forces because of renewed competition and reduced demand. During 

the period 1950-1970, employment in shipbuilding fell by 60 percent, 

textiles by 70 percent and agriculture by 45 percent. 13 In 1954 the 

north began to look outwards in an attempt to attract international 

capital by establishing a program of capital grants to new industries. 

This strategy, based on multinational capital, had a number of signifi­

cant political ramifications, the major one being that as the West Belfast 

textile mills closed, the new synthetic fibre plants were installed in 

Loyalist East Belfast. Thus, again the legitimation of the northern 

state was reinforced at the cost of its nationalist work force. Impor­

tant in the events which were to follow, the state, painfully aware of 

the frailty of its economic position, became exceptionally accorrunodating 

to the wishes of multinational capital and through this it was to come 

into conflict with the local councils, still under the control of the 

traditionalist bourgeoisie. 

Unemployment continued to spira l upwards and the disadvantages of 

an overdeveloped "reserve army of labour" were controlled by an enormous 

increase in emigration which tended to keep the unemployment rate steady 



at around 7 percent . 14 Despite this, unemployment, usually high in 

nationalis t areas , now began to spread into areas of Unionist support. 
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The Union is t monol i th had ruled, unaffected by the politics of class, 

s ince the incept ion of the state, mainly through its ability. to dispense 

patronage upon its loyal supporters. As a consequence of the decline of 

t he north's economic fortunes, the Un i onists ' ability to provide privi­

lege noticeably contracted. With the prospect of long term unemployment 

spreading to the previously sheltered Loyalist working class, the 

Northern Ireland Labour Party's unprecedented 26 percent of the poll in 

the 1962 Stormont elections added the spectre of class politics to the 

worsening problems of industrial paralysis. Significantly, the Hall 

Report of 1962 seemed to suggest that the British exchequer was unwill­

ing to stretch itself further to economically buttress its parasitic 

colonial remnant. The report did little to impress or encourage the 

northern entrepreneurial class for i ts conclusion suggested that further 

attempts to resuscitate the mor i bund corpus of the northern economy were 

in vain. On the prospects of the northern economy 'the report was particu­

larly fatalistic. The northern working class, regardless of loyalty, 

were to be encouraged to abandon t he ailing province and this prospect 

was undoubtedly viewed with some t repi dation by the dominant interests 

involved. It was the view of t he r eport that 11 [f]urther steps should be 

taken to f i nd employment outside Northern Ireland and to induce unem­

ployed workers to avail themsel ves of them [employment opportunitiesJ. 1115 

With the obvious reluctance of the British state to enlarge the 

annual 'grant in ai d', and with t he Protestant working class 11 threatening 



to desert t he Unionist party en masse, 1116 the modernization of the 

northern state became a matter of the utmost importance. The Hall 

Report, Te r rence O' Neill (later Prime Minister of Northern Ireland) 

commented, 

is a great watershed in our affairs. It has given us a cold 
impersonal look at ourseives. It has tested the ability of the 
Imperial government to help us in certain areas and met a nega­
tive response.17 

If Unionist hegemony was to be continued, indeed if the state was to 

confinue at all, foreign capital had to be enticed into the area, and 
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to facilitate this the tarnished and undemocratic nature of the northern 

state had to be cosmetically altered . 

At the same time and in contrast to the downswing of the northern 

economy, the south had divested itself of its earlier laissez faire 

approach and turned to economic planning . The First Programme for 

Economic Expansion had been introduced in 1958 and had moved the govern­

ment towards a policy of export oriented, foreign financed industriali­

zation. The Industrial Development Authority was enabled to give grants 

to factories in the south and to provide a suitably attractive environ­

ment by waiving taxes to incoming business for up to fifteen years. 

Economic growth in the south had caught up to the north by 1960 and 

surpassed it by 1970. 18 Employment increased, emigration slowed and the 

tourist trade was booming . He re, i f nothing else, was a rapidly growing 

market for the goods to be produced in the north by incoming capital. 

O'Neill's premiership, begun in 1963, saw the first tentative 

moves towards improved economi c re l ations between the two states. The 

economic pol i cies of the north and the south were virtually indistin-
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guishable and the applications of Britain and Ireland for membership in 

the European Common Market poured oil on the border issue. Sean Lemass, 

the Irish Teoseach, visited Stormont in 1965 for economic talks, an 

action by which O'Neill gladly pointed out he implicitly acknowledged 

the legitimacy of the northern state. 19 The Nationalist Party, in the 

new spirit of reconciliation, abandoned its traditional policy of absten­

tion and occupied its seats as the official opposition in Stormont. The 

IRA had abandoned its military aspect and was debating entering constitu­

tional politics to achieve their aim. If their appeal was to be promoted 

equally in the Nationalist and the Loyalist camps, then the demilitariza­

tion of the movement was seen as a necessary concomitant. To the 

Nationalist minority in the north this was undoubtedly the dawn of a new 

era of political liberalization and the northern state seemed now, as 

never before, capable of progress and reform. 

Fifteen years after the imposition of the welfare state its effects 

now bubbled to the surface of the north's political effervescence. The 

extension of frer post-secondary education had produced a nascent Catholic 

profess :onal clas~. However the systematic discrimination against 

Catholics in the private sector and those parts of the public sector 

controlled by the local councils meant that a high proportion of Catholic 

graduates hit an artificially low ceiling very early in their assent up 

the socio-economic ladder: It was this group which, motivated more by a 

desire for social reform within the existent state than traditional 

nationalist politics began to voice their discontent. Liberals, Republi­

cans and members of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association com­

bined in 1967 to form the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association 
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(NICRA) and followed as closely as possible the pattern set by the 

American black civil rights movement. Certainly conditions had improved 

in the north, public services developed, new housing was being initiated 

and wages, for those fortunate enough to be employed, were rising 

steadily. One of the most commonly quoted aphorisms among that section 

of the Loyalist community which objected to the temerity of NICRA was 

"give 'em an inch and they'll take a mile." But as Toqueville has 

explained, it is not in continued or increasing oppression that revolu­

tions are fomented: 

Revolutions are not always brought about by a gradual decline 
from bad to worse. Nations that have endured most patiently 
and almost unconsciously the most overwhelmingoppression often 
burst into rebellion against the yoke the moment it begins to 
grow lighter . The regime which is destroyed by -a revolution 
is almost always an improvement on its immediate predecessor . 
. . . Evils which are patiently endured when they seem inevi­
table become intolerable when once the idea of escape from 
them is suggested.20 

While the O' Neill section of the Unionist party was sufficiently7 

sophisticated to realize that an accommodation of the new Catholic 

middle class would place little strain on the system and would act as a 

buffer between it and the Catholic working class, they were opposed by 

their own right wing together with the local councils. 21 The hard line 

Loyalist response was that the demise of traditional Catholic docility, 

personified by the civil rights movement, was a republican plot designe~ 

to overthrow the state. While this was patently untrue, their unease 

was justified for the dependence of the state upon the unequal allocation 

of goods for its survival left it with a very narrow corridor of opera­

tion. Any substantial attack upon loyalist privilege would function to 
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subvert t he cohesion of the Unionist power bloc for it was in the admin­

istration of that privilege that they maintained the one party state. 

Thus an end to discrimination would mean the loss of marginal privilege, 

the very device which had so effectively restrained the emergence of 

class polit i cs. 

The response of the northern police and their quasi-military 

reserve, t he ' B Specials', to Catholic demands was customarily violent 

but was, on this occasion, scrutinized by the world's news media. A 

civil rights demonstration in which three of the protesters were West­

minster M.P.s was brutally attacked by the police and eightyt eight · 

people were left injured . Aware of the rising tide of Loyalist indig­

nation at Catholic temerity (and of the blood-soaked appearance of a 

Bri tish M.P . on t el evision), t he British Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, 

summoned O' Neill and his Home Affairs minister, William Craig, to London 

on November 4th, 1968 . Under threat of a "very fundamental reappraisal " 

of Stormont/Westminster relations, O' Neill agreed to implement the 

demands of NICRA in the face of Loyalist opposition. To O'Neill fell 

the unenv iable task of convincing the Catholics that the reforms meant 

everything and the Loyalists that they meant nothing. He failed in both. 

In vain he had insisted to his fe ll ow Unionists, 11 ! do not want Ulster 

to change its nature but rather to show again its best face to the 

world. 11 22 

Reaction to what was perce i ved as an erosion of the political power 

of the Unionist party began to frac tu re the Unionist monolith itself and 

Craig appeared at the head of t he righ t wing section. As a gesture of 
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strength, and a fairly convincing one at that, O'Neill confronted the 

atavists and fired Craig from his cabinet. But a more expansive gesture 

was required to reinforce the crumbling walls of the Unionist block and 

O'Neill, in an effort to consolidate his position and mandate for reform 

announced an election for February 1969. The election, as a gesture of 

st rength, was unconvincing and the tenacity with which O'Neill attempted 

to hold the ring proved insufficient. O'Neill narrowly defeated Ian 

Pa i sley, a fundamentalist Presbyterian clergyman, 23 by 7,745 votes to 

5,331. 

In April, t he Loyalist paramilitary group, the Ulster Volunteer 

Force (UVF), pos i ng as the IRA, detonated explosives at the Silent 

Valiey reservoir, an electricity pylon at Kilmore, and a water supply 

line . 24 The effect of the disruption of these utilities was correctly 

estimated to provide the Unionist Right with sufficient leverage to 

topple the O'Neill administration. By this action the linkage between 

reform an d insurrection had been established, clearly the Catholics 

having attained an 'inch' of refonn were en route to demand the 'mile' 

of national unification by violent means. The liberal wing capitulated 

and O'Neill called up a thousand B Specials as the last line of Loyalist 

defence. The mobilization of t he 'B men' poured fuel on the fires still 

smouldering in the ghettos of Be l fas t and Derry. Police and Loyalist 

gangs invaded Catholic areas, in one of which the police had entered 

using Shoreland armoured vehicles , fir ing Browning {.30) heavy machine 

guns, kill i ng a nine year old boy and a British soldier home on leave. 25 

By April, unable to drag his pa rty with him and with the six counties in 
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chaos, O'Neill resigned. 

It was against this background, the apparent inability of the J 
state to sustain democratic reform and the violent reaction of the 

Loyalist majority to Catholic demands for equality of opportunity, that 

a tendency within the republican movement advanced a theory of stages. 

This notion, increasingly popular among the southern leadership, was a 
'-'ii. 

2 6,.: •1" I /J 'l derivative of the Marxist theory of the stages of development ~ hich / 

maintained that democratic revolution must be completed before the 

socialist revolution can materialize.) The two revolutions, it was 

assumed, could be separated by a considerable time lapse. By a mechan­

ical application of this theory it was concluded that the six counties 

would first have to progress towards democratization before national 

revolution could be envisaged. Towards this end the Irish proletariat, 

in both its loyalist and nationalist subdivisions, would have to be 

united. The fact that unionism's historic bloc was disintegrating in 

the face of the civil rights campaign seemed to demonstrate the efficacy 

of "social and economic agitation" and if the campaign was pushed to its 

conclusion then the precondition for ending Loyalist false consciousness, 

the cessation of marginal privilege, would open the path for unity. The 

Loyalist working class having lost the major ideological linkage with 

the northern bourgeoisie would see clearly their 'objective' community 

of interest with the nationalist minority. The conditions for the 

advent of socialism would have been established~ 

A simultaneous agitational struggle under the direction of Sinn 

Fein in the south for improvements in social conditions would eventually 
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lead to a similar emergence of socialism there. Having established 

socialist states in both the six and the twenty-six counties, the border 

would become an irrelevance for through their respective socialist 

part i es the proletariats would effect an historic reconciliation \ The 

socialist demand for the peoples' possession of the means of production, 

distribut i on and exchange would mean an attack upon British political 

dominance and British imperialism. But while military action may thus 

be necessary in the long run, given the perceived success of the tactic 

of agitat ion, its premature appearance would only prove counter produc­

tive to the aim of northern class unity. 

In effect, the strategy demanded the implementation of ~three 

stages . The first, 1 a period of broad agitation, was to combine with a 

second wh ich involved itself in pol itical persuasion which would over­

flow into a third i n which armed struggle may ensue. The modus operandi __, 

was graphically described: 

Our methods were to be, 
l. Economic and cultural res i stance by the people to penetration 

and exp loitation and to t he enslavement by gombeen men. 
2. Political action by the people to defend their rights, to 

achieve certain object i ves or simply to demonstrate their 
strength and power. 

3. Military action to back up the people's gains and eventu­
ally to carry through a successful national liberation 
struggle.27 

The group which moved into[ opposition to this revision of repub­

lican orthodoxy retained Conno lly' s analysis and operated from a com­

pletely different evaluation of the reformability of the northern state. 

This tendency 'perceived the si x county state as an artificial construct 

which funct i oned as a foothold for Bri tish colonial and imperial 
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interests and believed that those interests would ensure that the 

partition issue continued to function as a wedge driven between the two 

sections of the working class. Hence for the social liberation of the 

Irish people to come to fruition the colonial link would have to be 

forcibly broken. Whereas the strategy of the refonnist tendency 

required not only the retention but the active support of the Stormont 

parliament which would be captured in the socialist ascent, the purists 

wanted it prorogued in order to clarify the struggle as primarily an 

anti-colonial operation. Social agitation without armed struggle in 

this perspective is an unbalanced and misconceived strateg0 Danny 

Morrison ·argued: 

They think, and they're wrong, that you can create a socialist 
movement in the North and a socialist movement in the South, 
and then the two socialist movements will coalesce. It's an 
impossibility because of the way that partition has dictated 
the political values of either community in the North. And 
that's why we believe that only through breaking the union 
with Britain, and breaking the back of British imperialism in 
Ireland will the Protestant section of the working class even­
tually come round to a different point of view.28 

hus while the reformists saw the direction of political activity 

as necessarily running from social liberation to national revolution, 

the purists tended to perceive the position as reversed. The base of 

the theory espoused by the purists rested upon a firmly held belief that 

the origin and function of the si x county state was anti-democratic and 

rendered it incapable of implement i ng the reforms demanded by NICRAl By 

extension from this then the state, unable to compromise, would be 

forced to retaliate with all the means possible. /_!he reformist argument, 

that the demilitarization of the movement was necessary to prevent the 



movement's alienation from the Protestant proletariat, was seen as a 

piece of ridiculously inappropriate timing, tactically incorrect and 

ideologically reprehensible.1 

You could not keep demonstrating in the streets without the 
Loyalist state reacting in some violent form, there had been a 
taste of it in Derry in 1969 when the police invaded the Bog­
side. The IRA, even though everyone else thought otherwise, 
knew that they weren't responsible for the explosions carried 
out on the water facilities and the electricity pylons. To the 
IRA it was clear that inside the Loyalist camp there was an 
attempt to remove O'Neill, that the more you tried to demand 
reforms from the state the more it was bound to retaliate. 
Even before the RUC were involved in trying to get into the 
Bogside, after the Apprentice Boys march, there were incidents 
at Unity Walk flats where the RUC were involved in beating the 
people and trying to come in hard to show that they were in 
control of the situation; and in the midst of all that the 
people who were advocating social and political agitation as a 
single strategy were also demilitarising the IRA.29 
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The pessimistic attitude of the purists towards the reformability 

of the six county state was founded on their belief that "those who were 

tied to the philosophy of loyal i sm, despite their being working class, 

have a vested interest and have marginal privileges over the national­

ists and would always opt for the state. 1130 While it is of course true 

that the patronage dispensed by the Unionist Party was particularly 

appealing to those who stood to benefit, the reverse side of the same 

argument was equally or more important. The provision of a clearly 

defined 'out group ' or substrat um functioned in three major directions. 

Firstly, the very existence of a large minority, alienated from the 

state by harsh treatment and discrimination was functional to Unionism 

i nsofar as it ensured that every el ection was fought on the issue of 

the security and continuation of t he state itself. As both the emerging 

factions in the republican movement realized, this was the means by 
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which the i ssue of class was suppressed and the north was maintained as 

a one party state. Thus the Unionist Party had ruled uninterrupted for 

al most fi fty years . As O' Neill 's biographer pointed out, "Caligula's 

horse wou ld have had no difficulty reaching Stormont once he obtained 

the Union ist nom ination . .. 3:l 

Secondly , l ack of equal access to marginal privilege for the 

minority was vital to the maintenance of Unionist domination also for 

by this means differential emigration could be secured. Given that, 

according to O'Neill, the proportion of Catholic school children was 

51 percent of the totai, 32 a situation aggravated by a higher Catholic 

birth rate and a lower death rate due to its younger age, 33 the contin­

uation of Unionist rule depended upon their ability to secure differ­

ential emigration. Thus the state was structurally incapable of 

i mplementing reforms demanded by NI CRA for to do so would be to destroy 

the very raison d'@tre of the state. This reality had been perceived 

by Sir Bas i l Brooke who had reigned as Northern Ireland's Prime Minister 

from 1943 to 1963. 

Thin ki_ng out the whole quest i on carefully ... I recommend 
those people who are loyali st s not to employ Roman Catholics, 
ninety percent of whom are di sloyal . . .. I want you to remem­
ber one point in regard to the employment of people who are 
disloyal. There are plenty of good men and women available 
and t he employers don't empl oy t hem .... You are disenfran­
chising you rselves in that way . You people who are employers 
have the ball at your feet. If you don't act properly now, 
before we know where we are we shall find ourselves in the 
minority instead of the maj ori ty.3ij 

Thirdly, the Catholic unemployed provided a particularly notice­

able reserve army of labour, the threat of which functioned in the 

interests of capital to keep wage l evel s in the six counties signifi-
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cantly bel ow those of workers in Britain. 35 By 1961 the average weekly 

wage of workers in the north was 71 percent of that of workers in 

Britain. 36 The existence of a Catholic substratum bolstered the 

environment in which loyalism was reproduced as an ideology and emascu­

lated the Trades Union movement. This Catholic substratum was also 

functional to the state insofar as its very existence provided the 

loyalist workers with a safety net through which they could not pass. 

So long as the Catholic unemployed and the Catholic workers remained 

beneath them the loyalist working class could feel socially mobile 

upwards. This was the realization of Connelly ' s worst fears of the 

outcome of the partition system, that the loyalist stratum would 

duplicate the attitudes of the l abour aristocracy. 

At one time in the industria l world of Great Britain and Ireland 
the skilled worker looked down with contempt upon the unskilled 
and bitterly resented his attempt to get his children taught any 
of the ski l led trades; the feeling of the Orangemen of Ireland 
is but a glorified representation of a big stage of the same 
passion inspired by the same unworthy motives.37 

The puri st tendency in the movement had decided that resistance to 

the demilitarization of the movement was justified by the elemental 

flaws i n the 11 agitational 11 theory. The amelioration of the position of 

the Catholic working class and i ts reunification with the loyalist 

population could not be achieved without secession from the British 

state i n whose interests they saw sectarianism as functioning. 

[The movement] had di scovered in practice that the small efforts 
to bridge the sectarian gap were met with distrust from Unionists 
and that when small gains were made on bread and butter issues 
they were easily reversed by the intervention of Unionist poli­
ticians. They theory of work i ng class unity being pushed by the 
Dublin leadership was more than useless when faced with such 
intransigence ... . This group [the Purists] accepted James 



Connolly's idea that a real socialist/Republican movement could 
not be built by temporising in front of the Orange ascendency. 
It believed that it was the British connection and not the 
demand for Irish self determination that was the cause of 
religious sectarianism and that little meaningful progress 
could be made in winning over Unionist workers while the 
British government upheld the system of privilege which divided 
the Unionist and non-Unionst working class. Loyalist and 
Nationalist working class unity was impossible under the British 
connection because it ensured that the Loyalists had not real 
reason for moving away from their position of privilege.38 
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This was of course Connolly's own attitude for as he had argued in 1913, 

"A real socialist movement cannot be built by temporising in front of a 

dying cause such as that of the Orange ascendency, even although in the 

paroxisms of its death struggle it assumes the appearance of an energy 

like that of hea 1th." 39 

L!:he new direction being asserted by the southern leadership could 

not be implemented without the abandonment of Connolly's directions for 

the realization of social liberation in Ireland. It entailed also the 

deviation from another related republican tradition, that of abstention­

ism. It was traditionally held by the republican movement that although, 

by virtue of its propaganda function, it was acceptable to stand for 

election to the imperial or 'partition' parliaments, to attend any of 

those institutions was to acknowledge their legitimacy. The only 

parliamentary institution recognized as legitimate in Ireland by the 

republicans was (and is) the Dail Eireann (Parliament of IrelandLJ 

assembled in 1919. 40 This was composed of the majority of representa­

tives elected in the 1918 elections, prior to the partition of the 

island and who had absented themselves from Westminster. By 1967 a 

commission was established and was assigned the duty of "charting a new 



course between the Scylla of Abstentionism and the Charybdis of Anti­

Abstentionism."41 The commission produced two major reconvnendations: 

That the relationships with other radical groups involved for 
the achievement of limited objectives be now brought a stage 
further, that it be fonnalised into an alliance to be known 
for the sake of convenience as the National Liberation Front. 
Further that subject to certain conditions, Rep'ubl ican elected 
representatives should participate in Westminster, Leinster 
House and Stormont.42 
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The resolution of the issues involved was,, not to be left to 

chance and in order to assure their acceptance, j!he leadership began to 

rearrange the balance of voting power prior to the 1970 Ard Fheis 

(annual conference) at which those issues were to be raised. Unco­

operative Cumman (branches) were to be disaffiliated or simply disbanded. 

The northern leadership became aware that a coup was about to take place 

when the Army Council, originally antagonistic to the new line, was 

expanded from seven to twenty members, the more recent of whom were 

supportive of the anti-abstentionist policy. The reformed council 

voted in 1969 to terminate their traditional adherence to abstentionism 

by a majority of 12 to a7 
By this time the Belfast IRA were on the verge of splitting, for 

many of the purists who had drifted away from the movement during its 

recuperation period now progressively rejoined the organization until 

they were sufficiently strong to overthrow the reformist element in the 

north. [Q..n the 22nd of September, one hour prior to a scheduled meeting 

of the battalion staff, a plan to sever all links with the Dublin junta 

was approved. Billy MacMillen, then Officer Commanding, was retained 

on the understanding that the Be l fast brigade no longer had any connec-
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tion with the 'rev i sionist' leadership in the south and that the brigade 

would absent itself from the forthcom i ng IRA convention. 

The i ntroduction of the new participatory line was, in reality, 

be i ng presented to the movement at the Sinn Fein Ard Fheis as a fait 

accompli. With the Belfast brigade already split, the stage was set 

and the actors waited impatiently in the wings for the denouement of a 

drama which was to affect the political situation in the north signifi­

cantly and to result in a particularly bloody period of internecine 

feuding within the movement. The motion that "all embargoes on politi­

cal participation in parliament be removed from the constitution and 

rules " passed easily, but narrowly failed to achieve the 67 percent 

majority necessary for a constitutional amendment. This eventuality, 

it seems, had already been catered for as an Armagh delegate proposed 

from the floor t hat the meeting should endorse the policies of the new 

Army Council. By this means, by side-stepping the constitutional matter, 

the original motion could be carried on a simple majority. At this 

point, MacStiofain argues, "there was no longer an IRA. There was a 
? 

i ~NLF (which the media with little regard for the facts were to christen 

the Official IRA). 1.4·3 Taking this as a cue, the purist element withdrew 

from the hall to a prearranged meeting place. 

The split was subsequently depicted as the opening of a tactical 

and ideological chasm which irreversibly separated the 'militarist' or 

right wing from the 'agitational' or left section. This misconception 

was derived principa l ly from t wo sources: the dichotomous view portrayed 

by the media and the revelation that the Fianna Fail party in the south 



had offered money to the 'Provisional' leadership to provide a bulwark 

against the socialism of the Officials. 
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While the misunderstanding of the causal factors and the dramatis 

personae involved were not entirely a media creation, the media signifi­

cantly contributed to its longevity. The titles with·, which the media 

dubbed the participants in the schism, while being based on a miscon­

ception, were clearly influential in moulding the perception of the two 

sides being antithetically opposed. Those who wished to revise the 

teaching of Pearse and Connolly were titled the 'Officials' while the 

'Caretaker Executive' were to become known as the 'Provisionals'. While -------the Officials~ were inaccurately portrayed as being finnly tied to the 

pristine moorings of republicanism, the Provisionals were depicted as a 

militaristic and nihilistic grouping which had broken away. As one side, 

the Officials were explicitly socialist and willing to participate in 

the political process, the others, as opposites, were nihilist, fascist 

or in fact not only apolitical but 'anti-political'a44 Some of the 

opposition delegates at the Ard Fheis held a similarly simplistic and 

dichotomous view and one described the purists as "fascist sectarians:45 

To some extent the invocation of the apolitical milit~ristic image 

proved to be a useful tool of denigration in the hands of the Official 

leadership and they contributed to its continued use. "Some of our 

members," one s.uggeste_.d_ of the scission, "were so blinded by pure 

militarism that they could see no good in anything else and didn't even 

recognise that in the past Britain had a history of provoking militarism 

as a method of destroying potential revolution. 1146 
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Based on this misconception, the Provisionals, as nihilists, 

become 'addicted' to violent action which is seen as their "sole motive 

and justification1147 and without which they have "no other purpose or 

raison d'etre . ..48 Some later observers so irrrnersed themselves in this 

perspective that they began to draw comparisons between the Provisionals 

and Hitler's NSDAP. 49 Others, having adopted this position, strenuously 

defended it for some time after evidence to the contrary had made adher­

ence to it an embarrassment. As late as 1979 one observer maintained: 

The Provisionals in effect left the Official IRA not so much 
because of a fundamental disagreement over long tenn ideolo­
gical issues but because certain strong minded personalities 
wan t ed to engage in full scale guerrilla warfare ilTlllediately 
and formed their own group to do so. The niceties of politi­
cal debate they left and still leave to the future.50 

The emphasis upon the "strong minded personalities" in the Provi­

sional leadership and the allusion to the militaristic nature of the 

membership, as with most vulgarizations, did have some limited founda-
- I 

tion in reality. The embryonic Provisional movement led by Sean I 

O'Bradaigh, Ruari O'Bradaigh and Sean MacStiofain did appear to have 

emerged as an anti-socialist reaction to the new line in the movement. 

To some extent the undue emphasis which the media placed upon the 

political leadership obscured the real nature of the movement itself. 

The stance which the leadership adopted towards the Marxism of the 

Officials was in many ways short sighted and politically naive and _., 

rremained a central tenet of their philosophy for some time to come. 

To the executive, particularly MacStiofain, Marxism was an alien intru­

sion into the Gaelic body polit i c, a dangerous and atheistic creed which 

led inexorably towards "Soviet styl e capitalism" and "political and 
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51 intellectual tyranny." MacStiofain' s anti-Marxism was primarily a 

rejection of socialism's Soviet variant but was heavily influenced by 

a republican abhorrence of the reformism of the Officials, derived as 

it was from the attitudes of the Second Internationai. 52 Ireland, the 

leadership pointed out, already had its own indigenous form .of socialism 

based on Comhar na gComharsan which was eminently more suitable to its 

needs. ) 

We the lawful leadership of the Republican movement once more 
publicly declare our objective to be the establishment of a 
democratic socialist republic based on the Proclamation of 1916 
and on Christian social principles. 

Accordingly we reject the atheistic Marxism propagated by 
the Goulding, MacGiolla clique and we are supremely confident 
that the overwhelming majority of the Irish people will reject 
this alien philosophy.53 

While the commitment to socialism is clearly stated, the precise meaning 

of 'Christian' principles is somewhat more difficult to ascertain. How­

ever the foreword of the Eire Nua document catalogues as one of Sinn 

Fein' s aims "a reign of social justice based on Christian social prin­

ciples by a just distribution and effective control of the nation's 

wealth and resources. 1154 It is impossible to accurately assess just how 

representative the anti-Marxist view was of the movement as a whole. 

Certainly there were large numbers of people who flocked back into the 

movement after the violence of 1969 and who were motivated more by the 

necessity of communal self defence than the determination of the correct 

socialist path. Many of those who had earlier become alienated from the 

movement, and who may indeed ha ve constituted a militarist tendency, 

rejoined in 1970 but as Gerry Adams (now President of Sinn . Fein) has 

argued, "they were out of step with the politicisation which had taken ') 
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place in their absence. 1155 Morrison is clear on the import of the early 

denunciations of Marxism: 

people who were with the Republican Movement, like Gerry Adams, 
probably saw the split as a logistical thing to put the move­
men t back on the rails again and may not have seen the relevance 
of statements being made at the time. And again, the people who 
issued the statements were people who the pres~ clearly identi­
fied as personalities and I wouldn't place that much emphasis on 
it. People tended to take up diametrically opposed positions 
which meant that people simply threw things at each other. The 
'st i ckies' went all out, proclaiming us "right wing fascists, 
Tory gunmen, linked in with and controlled by Fianna Fail." On 
the other hand, people were saying that the others (the 'Offi­
cials') were controlled by Moscow, that they wanted to bring 
about a communist Ireland. In fact the 'Sticks' don't want to 
bring about a communist IrPland, nor of course were they con­
trolled by Moscow either.56 

While the pronouncements of the Provisional leadership did much 

to fuel the misconception that the movement had split into Right and 

Left, other extraneous factors conspired to reinforce the image of the 

Provisionals as counter revolutionaries. In February 1969, a group of 

Fianna Fail Teachta Dails (T.D.s) approached the Derry brigade of the IRA 

and later some of its Dublin leadership, suggesting that substantial 

funds and ordnance were available should a new northern leadership be 

established and Leftist policies be renounced. ' Hamilton suggests that 
.../ 

it was not secret that, 

the governing party, Fianna Fail, if not the government itself, 
had been deeply interested in neutralising the 'National Liber­
ation Front' wing of Sinn Fein IRA and bringing its influence 
to bear on the 'traditionalist' faction whose progranme for the 
abolition of the border does not also include as a high priority 
the destruction of Stormont and the overthrow of constitutional 
authority in Dublin.57 

The fact that Blaney, Boland and Haughy of the Fianna Fail cabinet were 

charged with importing into Dublin airport firearms to the value of 



£80,000 led the Officials to the conclusion that, 

the Provisional campaign was from its very beginning inspired 
by the right wing elements of the Dublin government. Fianna 
Fail wanted to divert the democratic struggle away from its 
correct path and direction and into the sterile backwaters of 
sectarian conflict.58 

Sean MacStiofain acknowledges that Fianna Fail were indeed supplying 

funds in the form of compensation for loss of earnings for those 

involved in Citizen's Defence Committees. However, he suggests that 

these funds, originally supplied directly to the Provisional staff in 

Belfast, were terminated after only five weeks. He argues that "far 
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from giving us money, as soon as the Provisional Army Council was formed, 

Fianna Fail people actually took steps to prevent funds reaching us. 1159 

Sinn Fein is unequivocal in its views on this matter. Morrison asserts 

that the theory that Fianna Fail tried to undermine the radicalism of 

the Officials is "patent non~ense": 

The truth of the matter is that most of the money which was set 
aside actually ended up in the coffers of those who subsequently 
became known as the Workers Party and I think that for the 
Fianna Fail government it was their one single, peripheral 
involvement with the whole thing .... t_)he only relationship 
at that time, and at this time, between the Fianna Fail and 
what subsequently became known as the Republican Movement was 
that the people on the ground were very open and sympathetic 
to the IRA, more so that the Fianna Fail middle ranks or hier­
archy, but there is no basis for the allegation than Fianna Fail 
armed, financed or were responsible for the inception of the 
Provisional IRA.60.J 

Despite Morrison's suggestion that the northern section of the 

Provisionals ''may not have seen the relevance of statements being made," 

it seems apparent that the socialist base of the movement was to some 

extent tactically obscured. There was certainly justification for the 

belief that the majority of the Catholic population would not be 
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supportive of an explicitly Marxist line as many laboured under miscon­

ceptions of the nature of the socialist state. As Morrison has sug­

gested, 11 the people are told that under such a philosophy their personal 

property will be taken off them and that the state will control their 
6'1 lives and this really scares them." · Further, given that after the 

split the bulk of Irish-American funding shifted to the Provisionals 

through the offices of the Irish Northern Aid Committee, it was expedi­

ent that their aim of 11 creating an irremediable conflict between the 

needs of local capitalism and international imperialism and those of the 
62 popular masses" be suppressed in the very inner · sanctum of capitalist 

enterprise. Maria Macguire highlights the way in which socialism was 

to be tactically eclipsed by nationalism in American fund raising: 

Anti-British sentiment, recalling Cromwell, the potato famine 
and the Black and Tans could be profitably exploited. By no 
means should anything be said against the Catholic church. 
And all reference to socialism was to be strictly avoided.63 

In reality the split never conformed to the image of complete 

fracture by which it was portrayed, for the Provisionals opened their 

first policy statements with an outline of their conception of socialism 

and the Officials, despite their rhetoric to the contrary, never com­

pletely abandoned their milita~y wing. 64 The perception of the Provi­

sionals as a· militaristic, apolitical movement is a caricature for as 

early as 1972 they echoed the sentiments of Connolly in stating that: 

The Irish Republican Army know that physical force is not the 
sole means of revolutionary social change. Guns do not have 
political principles. The Republican movement is agonisingly 
aware that armed struggle without a just goal and based on a 
reasonable chance of achieving either defence of a beleaguered 
community or the liberation of our country is monstrously with­
out merit. Possession of arms is no certain test of patriotism 
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but, like Connolly the IRA believe that the risks of a carefully 
planned and principled campaign are nothing to the shame of 
slavery.65 

The split cannot be seen as a purely militaristic reaction to the 

movements 'going political', rather it resulted from an analysis of the · 

political situation in the north, the rectification of which, to the 

Provisionals, dictated the necessity to "destroy the very source of 

working class disunity, the link with Britain. 1166 The controversy 

between the Official and Provisional tendencies over which was the true 

repository of pristine republicanism was no mere puerile posturing over 

a desirable title, nor indeed was it a quasi religious rejection of 

hereticism. Cathal Goulding of the Official leadership complained that 

"they [the Provisionals] seek to place the different points of the con­

stitution on a par with the revealed truths of religion, immutable, 

beyond the reach of members to change or amend. 1167 .._While it is true, 

in some sense, that to the Provisionals certain areas were indeed i111T1ut­

able and sealed by definition into republicanism, what may have been 

equally or more important than the Officials' transgression of the holy 

writ, was that demilitarization threatened to abandon Catholic enclaves 

to Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) and Loyalist incursions. The split 

occurred on three separate criteria of justification, the defence of 

the Catholic ghettos from Loyalist reaction to NICRA's demands, the 

disagreement over which way the existent situation could be most profit­

ably be exploited to bring about the desired end-the thirty-two county 

socialist republic, and a strongly held objection to the abandonment of 

republican tradition. 
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The Officials disregarded the fact that the movement's claim to 

legitimacy was based largely on its integrity with its founding fathers 

and failed until too late to see tradition as a source of strength 

rather than weakness. Tradition was seen as a hindrance to the progress 

of unification. "We seek to subvert a system," Goulding announced. "We 

seek to create a new Ireland dedicated to the concepts of social justice, 

of equality of opportunity. We cannot do the job if the dead hand of 

tradition is allowed to rest on our throats. 116J 
Nairn, in his celebrated essay The Modern Janus, argues that "as 

mankind is forced through its [modernity's] doorway, it must look des­

perately into the past, to gather strength wherever it can be found for 

the ordea l of development. 1169 The historical continuity of the republi­

can movement has always been such a source of strength and explains to 

some extent the Provisionals' seemingly eccentric presentation of the 

survivors of 1916 to endorse their claim to integrity with the past. 

Those who may be seen as the heirs of earlier insurgent organizations, 

the Volunteers, the Citizen Army and the Dail Eireann could lay claim 

to the most . powerful font of political legitimacy,l:-those who had gone 

before'J Pearse and his doctrinal offspring understood with crystaline 

clarity the import of this element in the creation and reproduction of 

national sentiment. 

( Life springs from death and from the graves of patriot men and 
women spring living nations. The defenders of this realm .. 
think they have pacified Ireland ... they think they have 
foreseen every thing, think they have provided against every­
thing but the fools, the fools they left us our Fenian dead 
and while Ir;] and holds these graves I rel and unfree. sh.a 11 neverj 
be at peace. 0 
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The transformation of fatality into a source of social cohesion 

within national units has been a common activity of nationalist move­

ments since their inception 71 and the republicans have attempted to 

utilize its potential to the full. The claim to the possession of the 

inherited memory of the numerous fatalities of the Anglo-Irish conflict 

was to some extent responsible for the violent quarrel between the two 

factions for the legitimizing title of Sinn Fein. Weber's insight in 

this respect is illuminating: 

The individual is expected ultimately to face death in the 
group interest. This gives to the political conrnunity its 
particular pathos and raises its enduring emotional founda­
tions. The community of political destiny, i.e. above all of 
common political struggle of life and death has given rise in 
groups with joint memories which often have a deeper impact 
than the ties of merely cultural, linguistic or ethnic com­
munity. It is this "community of memories" which as we shall 
see constitutes the ultimately decisive element of "national 
consciousness. 11 72 

The Official tendency, in the view of the purists, miscalculated 

badly on two major issues. Not only did they underestimate the Loyalist 

reaction to any attempt at the reformation of the state by ignoring the 

teaching of Connolly, but they failed to understand how deeply entrenched 

tradition is in the base of the movement's legitimacy. The Officials, 

campaigning as The Workers' Party, subsequently became marginalized in 

Irish politics and may, by this loss of support, demonstrate the way in 

which the republican movement's legit imacy must rest upon both the 

socialist and the physical force traditions. The Officials' viability 

as a political movement was further threatened when the IRSP broke away 

in 1975 demanding a return to the principles of Connolly that national 

revolution must precede social liberation. The IRSP demanded: 



a new organisation prepared to use force to throw out the 
British as a preliminary step to creating a workers' republic 
throughout the whole island in the spirit of James Connolly 
and the Irish Citizen Anny.73 
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The view that the Provisionals have "adopted fully the IRA tradition of 

the superiority of the military over the political" and that the Offi­

cials, "on the other hand, do genuinely preach the secular doctrines of 

the United Irishmen, as interpreted by Connolly1174 is inaccurate and 

unsustainable. 
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l T.P. Coogan, 1982, p. 335. 
. 

2The evidence of discrimination in the north of Ireland is now 
well documented: see Cameron, 1969; Wallace, 1971; Barret and Carter, 
1962. 

3unemployment remained significantly higher in the south until 
1961 when there was a substantial reversal of this trend (see below). 
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into a socialist economy" (see Hepburn, 1980, p. 176). 
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health services to those supporting children. As a member of the Dail 
expressed it: 

The most disquieting feature of this sorry business is the reve­
lation that the real government of the country may not, in fact, 
be exercised by the elected representatives of the people as we 
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their rule by means of private i nterviews with ministers. (Quoted 
in de Paor, 1970, pp. 130-31) 
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are enormously important in terms of real political power. They build 
and own one-third of all housing and control applications for the 
remaining two-thirds. They are thus able to manipulate the size, den­
sity and political composition of the electoral wards. They. alsp control 
education, health and welfare, utilities and road building. The councils 
may thus raise or lower Catholic emigration almost at will by restricting 
the construction of housing in Catholic wards and by discriminatory 
selection of employees. The Cameron Report states that: 

[T]he arrangement of ward boundaries for local government purposes 
has produced in the local authority a permanent .Unionist majority 
which bears little or no resemblance to the relative numerical 
strength of the Unionists and non-Unionists in the area. As we 
show later, we have to record that there is very good reason to 
believe the allegation that these arrangements were deliberately 
made and maintained, with the consequence that the Unionists used 
and have continued to use .the electoral majority thus created to 
favour Protestant or Unionist supporters in making public appoint­
ments-particularly those of senior officials and in manipulating 
housing allocations for political and sectarian · ends. (Cameron, 
1969, p. 14) 

2201 Ne i ll, 1969, p. 55. The reforms instigated at this time were 
not substantial in nature. The 1 B Specials', the sectarian paramilitary 
wing of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, were indeed officially disbanded 
though replaced by the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR). As Chichester 
Clarke announced, "the Specials are not bein9 disbanded, only their name 
and organisation will change" (Boulton, 1973). The business vote was 
abolished though ward boundaries remained unreformed. The new offices 
of the ombudsman were so ineffectual that both were entrusted to a former 
permanent secretary to the Minister of Education. The Special Powers Act 
was in fact strengthened. In April 1963, J. Vorster, the Minister of 
Justice in South Africa, said that he would be willing to exchange all 
the legislation which comprised the Coercion Acts "for one clause of the 
Northern Ireland Special Powers Act" (see Reed, 1984, p. 85). 

23 Ian Paisley founded the Fr,ee Presbyterian Church in 1951. He 
was elected to Westminster in June 1970 and established the Democratic 
Unionist Party the following year. He acquired an impressive array of 
academic qualifications from the Pioneer Theological College in Illinois 
and from the Barton College and Seminary in Colorado. Both of his 
doctorates were obtained by mail order. 

24D. Boulton, 1973. 



Endnotes - Chap. Two 68 

25
An anemic account of this episode is given in the report of the 

Scannan Tribunal which states that "The evidence adduced puts beyond 
doubt that during the period that the three vehicles were in Divis 
Street a considerable number of rounds of Browning ammunition were dis­
charged in the direction of the flats on the south side of Divis Street" 
(Scarman, 19 , p. 148). Others suggest that the police fired 11 indis­
criminately at anything that moved" (de Paor, 1977, p. 197) and that 
they "randomly fired bursts of Browning machine gun fire into the 
nationalist Divis flats" (Reed, 1984, p. 133). 

26The Stages Theory, although it does have its background in Marx, 
only became the doctrine of the communist parties in the Stalinist era. 
It reflected the conservatism of the established regime in the USSR and 
the contradictions between the material interests of the Soviet state 
and its need to justify itself ideologically. 

2711 The IRA Speaks," Repsol Pamphlet No. 3, Dublin, n.d. 

28
0. Morrison, interview in Marxism Today, December 1981, p. 31. 

290. Morrison, personal interview, Belfast, August 24, 1984. 

3oibid. 

31 0 1 Neill, 1969, Preface, unnumbered. 

32 de Paor, 1977, p. 127. 

33According to one report (New York Times, March 14, 1982) the 
birth rate for Catholics was 21 per thousand as against 14 per thousand 
for Protestants. (Kelley puts this higher at 28.3 per thousand for 
Catholics; see Kelley, 1982, p. 82.) Because the Catholic population 
had become progressively younger its death rate was lower than that of 
Protestants at 9 per thousand as against 13 per thousand. This situa­
tion still provides some acute worries as it was recently shown that 
all five Northern Ireland school boards have Catholic majorities. See 
Peter Taylor, "Britain's Irish Problem," The Crane Bag, 1, No. 1, 1980, 
p. 44. 

34sir Basil Brooke quoted in de Paor, 1977, p. 106. In 1933 Sir 
Bas i1 exp 1 a i ned that "Roman Ca tho 1 i cs were endeavouring to get in every­
where and were out with all their force and might to destroy Ulster 
(sic). There was a definite plot to overpower the vote of the Unionists 
in the North " (Kelley, 1982, p. 63 ) . 
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36
This figure rose to 90 percent by 1970 but high unemployment, 

large families and lack of work for women meant that per capita incomes 
were often very low. By 1970 consumption per head in Northern Ireland 
was still only 75 percent of the U.K. average (Rowthorne, 1981, p. 5). 

37James Connolly, Forward, 2nd August 1913. 

38Gerry Adams, quoted in Fortnight, September 1983, p. 9. 

39James Connolly, Forward, 23rd August 1913. 

40The Dail Eireann was an explicitly socialist body which in 1919 
p roe l a i med : 

We declare i n the words of the Irish Republican proclamation the 
rig ht of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland and to 
the unfettered control of Irish destinies to be sovereign and 
indefeasible, and in the language of our first president, Padraic 
Pearse, we declare that the nation's sovereignty extends not only 
to all men and women of the nation, but to all its material pos­
~essions; the nation's soil and all its resources, all the wealth 
and all the wealth-producing processes within the nation and with 
him we reaffirm that all rights to private property must be sub­
ordinated to the public right and welfare." (Quoted in Cronin, 
1980) 

In actual fact, only 27 Sinn Fein M.P.s attended as 34 were in prison 
and 8 were abroad . 

41 united Irishman, January 1970 . 
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An Phoblacht, February 1970 . 

43MacStiofain, 1975, p. 43. 
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49Maurice Tugwell, in Wilkinson, 1981, presents a somewhat hyster­
ical account of the "Politics and Propaganda of the Provisional IRA," 
in which mysterious meetings between the KGB and the prisoners in Long 
Kesh _somehow result in the deaths of the demonstrators in Derry during 

Bloody Sunday (p. 24). The media are infiltrated by the radical left and 
IRA "agents of influence" persuade Labour Party officials and the trade 
unions of the justice of their cause (p. 29). He suggests that the 
Provisionals dwell on violence "glorifying not just the ends but the 
means" and that "people who fall into this category, as Hitler and his 
Nazi party did through their terrible era, are apt to become addicted so 
that in the end, actions-violent actions-become their sole motive and 
justification" (p. 30). 

T.E. Utley (1975, p. 58) adds: "Over a period of years, the Provos 
like Hitler before them, were at pains to make plain not only what they 
stood for but how they meant to get it." It is perhaps not surprising 
that writers such as Tugwell, who are singularly unencombered by any­
thing approaching a grasp of the situation, should suggest that the 
Provisionals exhibit similarities with the nihilism of the Nazis. As 
Jackel said of this perspective relating to Hitler: "If, as had long 
been asserted, there were no such goals, then there was obviously no 
need to look for them. And if one did look for them nevertheless one 
might even come under the susp1c1on of intending to add features of 
greatness to the tyrant's portrait" (Jackel, 1972, p. 27). 

50villiers, 1979, p. 53. 

51 An Phoblacht, April 1972. 

52The attitude of uncompromising adherence to the principle of 
revolution and the rejection of reformism is essential to the understand­
ing of Connolly's development. The Paris International in 1900 recog­
nized Connolly's diminutive Irish Socialist Republican Party as a body 
legitimately distinct from the British labour movement. Particularly 
controversial at this International was a censure motion against Alex­
ander Millerand for his acceptance of a cabinet position in the Waldeck­
Rousseau government. The age of imperialism had provided the socialist 
movements of the world with severe theoretical problems and a rift 
appeared between those prepared to integrate the labour movement into 
the framework of imperialism and those who demanded the rejection of the 
reforms which the profits of imperialism had made possible. Thus the 
International split along a fault line created by the new era and parted 
'revolutionism' from 'reformism'. A resolution of the Millerand case 
was proposed by Karl Kautsky which, in effect, executed an historic 
side-stepping of the problem. The political situation, Kautsky suggested, 
necessitated such "dangerous experi ments" and Millerand' s action should 
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be seen as "as a question of tactics and not of principle." The voting 
on the Kautsky resolution was significant in the way it shook out the 
reformist from the revolutionary coteries. Britain, Gennany ·and Austria 
voted in favour while Ireland and Bulgaria voted unanimously against. 
On the princ i ple of revolutionary purity the ISRP and Rosa Luxemburg 
were in unison, but Luxemburg's denunciation of Kautsky and reformism 
included her assault on nationalism as an epiphenomenon linked with the 
fate of class society which was to become the orthodox Marxist line. 
While Connolly would clearly support the former assertion he was voci­
ferously opposed to the latter. 
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64sean Garland of the Officials in a speech at Bodenstown, June 
stated: 
Let no one take from this gathering and from this repudiatton· of 
terrorism any suggestion or even any hint that the army of the 
people will not be used and when necessary fully employed to 
defend the interests of the working people .... No movement of 
the people, no revolutionary party has the right to demand of the 
people that they set aside the weapon that is so viciously used 
by the gangsters who act in t he name of the law and . in the name 
of the continuing capitalist order. We will not do it. (See 
Magill, April 1982.) 
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CHAPTER THREE 

NATION AND NATIONALITY IN REPUBLICANISM: 1973 

The mid-l97Os saw in the publications of Sinn Fein the signs of a 

subtle but significant change of attitude towards the loyalist sector of 

the northern population. The republican view of nationality had, with 

reasonable consistency, followed Connolly's analysis that the loyalist 

working class was Irish but had been misled by "pastors and masters who 

had deceived it ... in order that they might enslave it. 111 But in 

1975 An Phoblacht stated that the loyalist population of the north are 

"a foreign community lodged in one of the provinces of the Irish nation. 112 

That such a shift in perception should occur was not in any way novel 

among Irish nationalists for as has been remarked, "we have had a habit, 

when it suited a particular case, of saying they were Irish, and when it 

did not suit a particular case, of saying they were British or planters 

or the seed of planters. 113 The sharpening edge of the social division 1 

between loyalist and nationalist in the north in the mid-197Os together 

with the increasing popularity of a theory legitimizing partition com­

bined to alter the way the Provisionals perceived the nationality of thej 

loyalists. What was significant in this re-evaluation was not so much 

the change itself but that it was achieved in such a way that Connolly's 

view was preserved intci.ct. The policy repercussions of this conversion 

were substantial and will be discussed below but importantly the histor­

ical and ideological continuity with the founding fathers could still be 

shown to be undisturbed. 



74 

The difficulty involved in dealing with the question of national­

ity and national delineation in relation to the six-county province is 

renowned. It is a distinctly shadowy unit in tenns of cultural boun­

daries, which do not coincide with territorial boundaries, and also in 

tenns of sovereignty, which de facto resides with Britain but which is 

also claimed by the twenty-six counties. The population of the six 

counties comprises a minority of about a third who feel no allegiance 

to the state in which they reside4 and a majority of two-thirds who 

consider themselves to be British or in some cases "Ulster." Further 

difficulty is added by the fact that what is sometimes known as the 

Ulster state is but a six-county section of the nine-county province 

from which it takes its name and thus the "people of Ulster" refers to _J 

members of two separate states. Despite the clear difficulties involved, 

republicans, like nationalist movements per se, must attempt to demon­

strate the unambiguous and unproblematic nature of the national claim. 

The justification of the armed struggle, and thus the legitimacy of the 

IRA itself is contingent upon its ability to demonstrate that Ireland is 

an historical and political unity. Thus as An Phoblacht's Freeman points 

out, the definition of nation and the extraction of the criteria for 

nationality have for the republican movement a deeper significance than 

academic concern with etymology or etiology. It is not, as he rightly 

argues, "airy fairy stuff . of no practical importance. 115 Rather it 

is a fundamental necessity, the outcome of which is required to provide 

legitimacy not only for the ultimate objective of nationalist aspiration, 

but also for the method by which the struggle is to be carried out. If 
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the six-county state can be successfully portrayed as an "unnatural 

amputation 11 held only militarily by Britain against the democratic 

wishes of the majority, then the military strategy for its liberation 

appears justified. As Cruise O'Brien suggests: 

the IRA derive from the intensity of the vision ·that grips them 
an abundant sense of justification. Since England is synonymous 
with guilt and oppression, any blow against England, however 
terrible it may seem, is a blow for righteousness and liberty. 6 

For a significant period, republican orthodoxy in defining the 

nation was most forcibly articulated in the work of the North Eastern 

Boundary Bureau. 7 This suggested that the loyalist people of the north 

were unequivocally Irish both culturally and historically and that 

notions of racial differentiation were unfounded. While the work still l 

has much to recommend it, the continued support for the perspective that 

the loyalists' nationality is Irish when it is precisely thei-r rejection 

of this notion that forms the basis of their self-identification is .J 

questionable. In effect, the traditional republican view held that 

there is an objective nationality 6r nationhood which need not coincide 

with the population!s subjective consciousness of it. This view was 

based largely on Connelly's suggestion that loyalism was essentially the 

pragmatic response of the northern Protestants to their economic situa­

tion. The loyalist working class, while remaining objectively Irish, 

was seen as having been 'bought off' by marginal privilege and was, it 

has been said, 11 not so much loyal to the crown as to the half-crown." 

In Connelly's view, the loyalists had been duped by marginal privilege 

in much the same way as the British "labour aristocracy.". "The feeling 

of the Orangemen of Ireland towards Catholics," he said, 11 is but a 
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glorified representation on a big stage of the same passions inspired by 

the same unworthy motives. 118 This perspective has been particularly 

influential even among the constitutional nationalists on both sides of 

the border, providing the logic behirid " the various attempts to convince 

the loyalists that their economic and material best i~terests lay with 

unification. 9 Unfortunately, the involvement of the constitutional 

parties with this perspective has meant, as Moxon-Browne has stated, 

that 11 the problem of national identity was virtually ignored presumably 

because it was thought to be illusory. 1110 

The credibility of the republican 'objective' view of nationality 

is contingent upon their ability to objectively define the nation. 

Ultimately republicans, like most other nationalist movements, attempt 

to establish legitimacy upon some resolution of the problem of boundary 

definition in terms of territory, ethnicity and language. Territorially, 

nationalist movements have tended to confront discrepancies between the 

actual and claimed extent of the nation by proclaiming the disputed area 

to be the ancestral habitat of the national progenitors. In drawing the 

boundaries of the nation the nationalist must justify its existing or 

claimed frontiers by underscoring its particular ethnic, cultural or 

linguistic homogeneity, ever aware that should such homogeneity prove 

elusive, then that heterogeneity may be shown to be, if not beneficial, 

then at least no obstacle. 11 Nationalist movements may choose to empha­

size one or more indicators of national unity while pragmatically ignor­

ing others inappropriate to their purpose. The choice and emphasis of 

those indicators upon which the legitimacy of the national unit is to be 
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established is consistent transnationally only with their co1T111on malea­

bility. As Anthony Smith has pointed out: "The important point is that 

nationalist writers and nationalist movements have emphasised every kind 

of cultural and other criterion in staking out their claims tor their 

'nation. 11112 

Irish republicans have tended to suppress the factors of religion 

and ethnicity in relation to the north and, in attempting to demonstrate 

that the boundaries of the nation are coextensive with the boundaries of 

the island, have emphasized the notions of 'natural' frontiers, the 

historic claim to unity and also language. The emphasis upon language 

as an indicator of national unity in republicanism is curious for clearly 

the movement has found no impediment in carrying on a national revolu­

tionary struggle in the language of those from whom it wishes to be free. 

Further, the distinctiveness of Irish culture and tradition, as Yeats 

and the Anglo-Irish literary movement have shown, may easily sit upon 

the shoulders of another language. Given the diminution of the Irish 

speaking areas or Gaeltacht, language can provide no accurate guide to 

the oneness of Ireland as a nation nor its separation from Britain. The 

prominence of position which language takes in republicanism is thus 

more accurately a claim to what re~ublicans feel ought to be rather than 

what actually constitutes a means of differentiation. The reason for its 

recurrence in the modern literature is historically based for the nation­

alist movement grew out of the language movement. The Freeman's Journal 

recorded in 1917 that, 

The Gaelic League has now in effect become the property of Sinn 
Fein. Its feisanna have been formed into Sinn Fein propaganda 
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figures for their own political purposes ... Irish plays 
second fiddle to politics.13 , 

Pearse had insisted that Ireland was to be "not free merely, but Gaelic 

as well; not Gaelic merely but free as well. 1114 He lauded the work of 

Davis who had proclaimed that, 

a nation without a language of its own is only half a nation. 
A nation should guard its language more than its territories­
'tis_a su,5r barrier and a more important frontier than fortress 
or river. 

Connolly too saw the Gaelic language as the highest expression of the 

distinction between Britain and Ireland and linked the decline of the 

language with the increase in political passivity. In condemning the 

attitude of O'Connell, 'the liberator', he argued, 

for six hundred years the English strove to suppress that mark 
of the distinct character of the Gael-their language, and 
failed. But in one generation the politicians did what England 
had failed to do.16 

The turning away of the people from their language was, he felt, "the 

beginning of the reign of the toady and the crawler, the seonin and the 

slave. 1117 It is likely that Republican pronouncements today on the 

continuation of language as a symbol of nationhood are made out of 

reverence for the views of the founding fathers rather than on any 

analysis of the concrete situation. If this is not the case, consider­

ing the currently meagre numbers of Gaelic speakers, it seems difficult 

to rationalize statements made in the pages of An PhobZacht to the 

effect that, 

The Irish language is said to be the badge of Irish nationality. 
If that is lost, we lose our identity as a nation and it only 
becomes a matter of time until we are completely Anglicised.18 
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Territorially, Irish nationalism has based its claims for politi­

cal unity upon the notion of 1 natural 1 frontiers. This notion sees 

certa.in nations as having been preordained by the possession of geo­

graphically defined boundaries which are proclaimed 'natural' or God­

given. Nonnally included in this attempt at the objectivization of the 

nation are rivers, mountain ranges and unsular and peninsular geographic 

features. Irish nationalists have insisted that by virtue of its island 

status the extremities of the Irish nation have been defined and pre­

destined. As Heslinga has suggested: 

The absolute claim which the Republic makes to Northern Ireland 
ultimately rests on the assumption that "Ireland was always 
regarded as one nation, clearly defined and bounded by the hand 
of God." To many Irishmen it is almost dogma that the creator 
has predestined Ireland to be a national and political unit, 
because it is II a perfect geographical entity" in the sense of 
a natural (physical) entity.19 

Arthur Griffith, the founder of Sinn Fein, judged that "Ireland cannot 

shift her frontiers. The Almighty traced them beyond the cunning of man 

to modify. 1120 So pervasive was this belief that even Connolly saw Ire­

land's sea boundary as divinely ordained and thus unchallengeable. While 

other nations with land boundaries could be interpreted as artificial 

constructs, Connolly, like Griffith, perceived Ireland's island status 

to be indicative of its natural and .national unity. 

Belgium as a nation is so to speak, but a creation of yesterday­
an artificial product of the schemes of statesmen. Whereas, the 
frontiers of Ireland, the ineffaceable marks of the separate 
existence of Ireland, are as old as Europe itself, the handiwork 
of the Almighty and not of pol iticians. And as the marks of 
Ireland's separate nationality were not made by politicians so 
they cannot be unmade by them. 21 · 
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If Ireland can be said to have been predestined as a separate and 

unitary nation by the good fortune of possessing a sea boundary, then 

the land boundary which surrounds the six-county state can be regarded 

as arbitrary and 'unnatural' amputation from the corpus of Ireland. But 

the notion of natural frontiers constitutes part of a ·polemical rather 

than a social scientific tenninology. While a sea boundary has often 

been elevated to a position of primacy among natural indicators of 

nationhood, one must recognize that thalasocracies, or groupings of 

islands under one sovereign power and sharing a corrmon culture have 

occurred with a reasonable degree of frequency in history. 22 On the 

whole, however, the natural boundary has been commonly perceived as 

somewhat less arbitrary than "the artificial product of the schemes of 

statesmen." As Febvre has suggested: 

[W]ithin us, so deeply implanted that we no longer notice its 
hold on us there is a certain . idea of the 'natural limits' of 
the great states which causes us to think of their boundaries 
as things in themselves, having an actual value, a kind of 
mechanical virtue, and a compulsory and at the same time a 
creative power.23 

It was on the strength of this bias towards the natural frontier that 

the North Eastern Boundary Bureau based its assertion that Ireland was 

predestined as a unitary nation by virtue of its geographical _features 

and emphasized the lack of any 'natural' division within the country. 

11 I rel and, 11 it argues, 11 is by design a complete geographical entity 

[and] has no area throughout its whole extent separated by natural boun­

daries from the main body of the country. 1124 But what are seen to be 

natural boundaries occur only in human perception and are .as arbitrary 

as their hand-drawn counterparts. It has been argued in contrast to the 
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notion of Ireland's geographic unity that "the central Irish lowlands 

have for thousands of years served as a 'natural dividing zone' between 

the north and the south of the island rather than as a unifying force.1125 

Further, it has been suggested that "the southern boundary is also com­

posed of a range of mountains which separate it from the other provinces. 

As we glance at the map we see that there is a definite north-east 

corner. 1126 Ireland's claim to national unity, outside of nationalist 

writing, cannot be held to rest upon geographic features which consti­

tute natural demarcations separating it from others and symbolizing its 

oneness. 

In the attempt to 'objectivize' the nation the historic claim to 

nationhood fares little better than the notion of natural frontiers. 

History, for nationalists, merely serves as a font of symbols from which 

they may select what best suits their particular purpose. The glories 

of a remote past, both real and mythical, are selected to provide those 

images which unite citizens within a certain set of boundaries to which 

they believe themselves to have a superior claim over their antagonists. 

The prevalent notion held by Irish nationalists, that the nation's 

natural unity was ordained by the deity, and thus unalterable by legis­

lation, enabled republicanism to create its history in its own likeness. 

If Ireland had been predestined as a nation by the possession of a sea 

boundary, presumably since Genesis, then any and every action could be 

interpreted as a nationalist action. In this way Pearse could claim 

that "Ireland's historic claim is for Separation" from England and that 

11 the Irish who opposed the 1 anding of the English in 1169 were 
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Separatists. Else why oppose those who came to annex? 1127 Quite apart 

from the fact that those who landed at that time were Normans, Flemings 

and Welsh, not English, they were in reality invited by the King of Lein­

ster to intervene in a struggle for the Irish High Kingship, not as an 

invasion force. By dispensing with the notion of predestination, 

Pearse's interpretation of history may be clearly shown to be anachron­

istic for as one authority points out, because of the conglomeration of 

independent kingships, local patriotisms and topographical fragmentation, 

the Irish became "a by-word for their prolonged failure to create an 

effective united Irish state. 1128 

The objective view of nationality and nation functioned in repub­

licanism from Connolly onwards to provide a picture of the Protestant 

working class as the victim of false consciousness. Its Britishness has 

been perceived as but a manifestation of British hegemonic power incul­

cated mainly through the educational system. In seeing history reflected 

through the prism of predestination, to republicans it appears that it is 

necessarily Pr ot estant consciousness that is false. 

It is quite true that Republicans are now mainly Catholic simply 
because the dissenters have been prevented by constant indoc­
trination from embracing republicanism which should be their 
natural philosophy.29 

At the conclusion of the IRA campaign, when British influence is removed ~ 

republicans claim the natural or objective nationality of the loyalists 

will shine through the mists of deliberate deception and economic self~ 

interest. 
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By 1975 an alternative theory concerning the nationality of the1 

loyalist population, strengthened by the effect of political events, 

collided with the orthodox nationalist view, causing it to veer off 

course. The 'two nations' theory, as it became known, was not in fact 

a coherent system of ideas but rather constituted a broad perspective 

held by a variety of authors from both poles of the political spectrum. 

This approach held that the conflict in Ireland should not be seen as 

I rish nationalism confronting British colonialism but rather as the 

antagonism between two different strands of Irish nationalism; tradi­

tional Irish nationalism confronting a more recent 1 Ulster 1 nationalism. 

The foundations of this approach are said to have originated with 

Disraeli's biographer W.F. Moneypenny in 1912. Moneypenny suggested 

that 11 the Home Rule struggle is a struggle between two nations, the 

Protestant and the Roman Catholic, or, as, to avoid the semblance of 

ministering to religious bigotry, they had better perhaps be c~lled the 

Unionist and the Nationalist. 1130 There is difficulty in aligning -this 

conception with t hat of the modern notion as Moneypenny's view appears 

to have been based on a Disraelian sense of two nations, that is to say, 

he perceived the conflict to be between two major classes rather than 

. l . . 31 two nat,ona 1t1es. The refonnulation of the notion into its mooern 

variant has been attributed to the efforts of the Irish Communist Organ­

isation (ICO). The traditional republican view claimed that the conflict 

was the result of the efforts of the British and northern bourgeoisies to 

consolidate their rule by splitting the proletariat. This process 

republicans saw as having been reinforced and buttressed by the act of 
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partition. Partition, Connolly believed to be the tactic of those who 

wished 11 to keep up the fires of religious bigotry in order to divide the 

workers and make united progress impossible. 1132 

In opposition to the republican view the ICO perspective holds 

that the antagonism between the nationalists and loyalists long predated 

partition . The Irish struggle is perceived as being one of conflicting 

- nationaisms which spr~ng initially from economic conditions and in this 

they refute Connolly's view that there existed one Irish nationality, a 

section of which was duped by marginal privilege in the early 20th 

century. In the alternative view, the ICO suggest that: 

The economic situation in Ireland in the 19th century gave rise 
to the abortive development of a second nationality. To state 
that Irish society existed as a single nation at the beginning 
of the 20th century is to engage in pretences.33 

Nations, in the ICO perspective, are economically detennined, developing 
34 out of national markets and, they assert, had the Irish market devel-

oped out of Gaelic society there would have been a single nationality in 

Ireland. However, in the Irish case the market was split into two 

sections, one of which 

raced ahead in Ulster giving rise to modern industrial capital­
ism by the middle of the 19th century. In the rest of Ireland 
the market was being generated at a much slower rate.35 

The differential development of the two sections of the island, the ICO 

believe was not based on access to marginaJ privilege through the 

' Ulster custom' but by the fact that the northern bourgeoisie under 

Wolfe Tone36 was prevented from i nstigating a thorough-going bourgeois 

revolution in Ireland. Thus two bourgeoisies developed with different 

interests and at different rates . As nationalism in this perspective 



85 

is but bourgeois ideology, "the division of the working class reflected 

the division of the bourgeoisie. 1137 The claim that nationalism is 

derived from bourgeois ideology locates the ICO perspective in the 

epiphenomenalist paradigm insofar as it regards superstructural phenom­

ena as merely a reflection of the economic base. Thus it is claimed 

that a correct understanding of the economic infrastructure is necessary 

and sufficient for the understanding of the superstructure. Economic 

relations are seen as the only source of causality. 

The epiphenomenalist perspective suffers from some substantial 

shortcomings. The appearance of nations and nationality cannot be 

understood by simply ignoring the specificity and relative individuality 

of political situations. The ICO perspective cannot, for example, 

account for the fact that the northern minority has not submitted to 

the ideology of the six-county bourgeoisie and is willing to forego the 

economic and welfare benefits to be gained from remaining under British 

rule. Consideration of events occurring at the economic base are clearly 

important in the analysis of superstructural developments but the ICO 

attempt to hang all ideology upon this one reductionist hook is miscon­

ceived. 

Strangely in the ICO approach, a perspective purportedly Marxist, 

considerations of class conflict are compressed or simply ignored. If 

the differential rates of development between the north and the south 

are attributable to the emergence of two bourgeoisies, rather than on 

the system of patronage known as the Ulster Custom, then certain diffi­

culties arise. In discounting the effects of the Ulster Custom and its 

later transferance to an urban setting, explanation degenerates into 



notions of racial or religious superiority. Once Connolly's view is 

discarded, the rapid advance of the northern bourgeoisie over its 

southern counterpart tends to decompose into a reformulation of J.B. 

Woodburn's view that "the religion of the north is one that inculcates 

freedom of life and conscience and must produce a more robust race of 

men than the south with its traditional and enervating Catholicism. 1138 
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The fundamental tenet of the two nations approach, that partition 

was a policy which simply took account of the existence of two nation­

alisms, has to confront well-documented evidence to the contrary. In 

1800 when only 6 percent of the population of Belfast were Catholic, 

little sectarian conflict arose. 39 By 1815 with increasing numbers of 

the dispossessed Catholic peasantry making their way into the town, the 

existing chapel in Crooked Lane had become inadequate to their needs. 

Of the £4,100 raised by that date for the construction of the new St. 

Patrick's church, £1,300 were donated by the Protestant section of the 

population, providing something of an index of community accord. 40 There 

was in the north more a feeling of conmonality between the Catholic and 

Presbyterian sections of the population than between the Anglican and 

Presbyterian co111T1unities. In 1835, T.G. Brown complained of the "mon­

strous union of presbytery and prelacy. 1141 While the differential 

development patterns between the north and the south had already 

appeared, there had been no apparent dichotomy based on national or 

for that matter on clearly religious grounds by this time. 

The antagonism which was later to polarize the two communities 

began to emerge by 1857 when the flood of mainly Catholic peasantry, 
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wh i ch had poured into Belfast following large scale evictions and 

enclosure, began to constitute a threat to the employment of the estab­

lished Protestant proletariat. The Catholic peasantry provided an 

extremely effective tool for labour and wage control in the hands of 

the Belfast entrepreneurial class. The largely unemployed Catholic 

section of the community functioned as a reserve army of labour inhibit­

ing working class militancy while at the same time those employed in 

Catholic areas undercut agreed wage levels of the Protestant workers. 

The Protestant antagonism towards their Catholic competitors was not 

based primarily on national or cultural differences but upon the same 

reaction as that exhibited by the Eng l ish working class in the face of 

Irish emigration. As Marx observed: 

The average English worker hates the Irish worker as a competi­
tor who lowers wages and the standard of living .... The 
antagonism among the proletarians of England is artificially 
nourished and supported by the bourgeoisie. It knows that this 
scission is the true secret of maintaining its power.42 

The considerable threat to Protestant living standards constituted 

by the Catholic influx, fired by a degree of religious fundamentalism, 

and aggravated by periodic depressions resulted in sectarian conflict. 

By 1864 rioting in Belfast was of such an order of magnitude that 1,000 

police together with 1,300 troops and artillery were employed to dis-

h t . . t 43 perse t e par 1c1pan s. However, the Orange Order, which was to become 

the focus of loyalist resistance to unification, at this time manifested 

no desire to represent the interests of a separate nationality. In fact, 

just prior to 1886, the Orange Order remained unsupported by the northern 

bourgeois and pet i t bourgeois elements and its meetings had become 
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"little better than occasions for conviviality. 1144 Dewar, the official 

historian of the Orange Order, notes that Lord Randolph Churchill did 

much to revive the flagging fortunes of the organization. 45 Certainly 

Churchill's chosen course "to agitate Ulster even to resistance beyond 

constitutional limits 1146 succeeded in sufficiently inflaming passions 

that in 1886 vicious attacks were made upon the Catholic population of 

Belfast. He was followed to Ireland by the most high powered Conserva­

tive orators in the British political system. 47 

It was the manipulation of sectarianism by members of the British 

Conservative party that provided the basis for the anti-partitionist 

claim that partition constituted the origin of the crisis rather than a 

solution to it. 48 The anti-partitionist view suggests, in contrast to 

the two nations approach, that the loyalists had not initially requested 

partition and further were actually antagonistic to it. This attitude 

is granted a degree of credibility by Gladstone who pointed out that: 

In the year 1886 ... I declared in the strongest tenns that 
the minority ought to be protected .. . . I named among other 
methods that had been suggested, one of cutting off from Ireland 
that small portion of Ulster in which the Protestants are so 
concentrated as to fonn a great majority .... That particular 
plan has not been desired in Ireland and much to their credit, 
the Ulster Protestants ... have entirely and vehemently pro­
tested against that plan.49 

Gallagher, an able exponent of the anti-partitionist view, argues that 

the measure was proposed not as a solution to the problem of sectarianism 

but rather as a device by which such a solution could be stymied. By 

undermining the Home Rule Bill, he argues, the Conservatives hoped to 

pull down the Liberal government. That, Gallagher suggests, 

was to be the basis for the fight against Gladstone, the Liber­
als and Home Rule. Demand something that cannot be conceded so 
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that nothing at all will be conceded. 50 

The English historian, T.A. Jackson, suggests that in response to rising 

radicalism in Britain in the form of escalating strikes, the emergence 

of Shop Stewards' Committees and the Women's Social and Political Union, 

the Conservatives mounted a "flanking attack" in Ulster. 51 The remarks 

of Sir Edward Carson, the hero of the loyalist cause, tend to substan­

tiate the view that partition was utilized as a device by which the 

Liberals could be toppled from power. As he complained in the Commons: 

I was in earnest. I was not playing politics. I believed all 
this. What a fool I was: I was only a puppet and so was Ulster 
in the ~olitical game that was to get the Conservatives into 
power.52 

While the two nations theorists argue that partition followed as7 

a logical response to the previous emergence of two nationalities, the 

anti-partitionist view, following Connolly, contends that Protestant 

working class insecurity was deliberately escalated to sectarianism fo u 

pragmatic ends. However, the evidence for the fonner remains question~ 

able and the latter, by a narrow focus upon party politics, fails to 

perceive a major causal factor in the initiation of partition. The 

Reform Act of 1884 expanded the electorate in Ireland by a factor of 

three and in 1885 led to the election of 86 Home Rule members of parlia­

ment. Home Rulers took 82 percent of the available seats with only 16 

of the 33 Ulster members taking a Unionist position. In a by-election 

which followed, that number was reduced to 15 members. It became clear 

that the extension of the franchise and the decline of British hegemony 

in Ireland would eventuate in serious military repercussions. Ireland 

had, throughout history, constituted a crucial factor in the defence of 
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the British realm, providing a potential landing place for an invasion 

force. In 1918, even before the Sinn Fein landslide victory in the 

general election, Lord Middleton outlined British fears. He argued that 

should Home Rule be implemented, 

In its present form it would be a fatal blow to the Empire by 
establishing a state with a permanent majority in Ireland; and 
if a British government be ever prepared to put into force 
against our protests, I would spare no pains to secure such 
modifications of it as would mitigate its worst evils and 
secure the Empire against a disloyal state on the flank of 
Great Britain.53 

The necessity of securing Ireland against the electoral success of 

a party or parties inimical to the interests of Britain would have, by 

itself, led to the tearing off of one section of the island which could 

be held militarily by a loyalist garrison. The perennial necessity to 

hold a section of the island was highlighted in 1948 when the British 

cabinet stated that it was unlikely that they could ever agree to Irish 

unification even with the consent of the loyalists. 

Now that Eire will shortly cease to owe any allegiance to the 
crown it has become a matter of first class strategic importance 
to this country that the North should continue to form part of 
His Majesty's dominion. 

As far as can be foreseen, it will never be to Great Britain's 
advantage that Northern Ireland should become part of a territory 
outside His Majesty's jurisdiction. Indeed it seems unlikely 
that Great Britain would ever be able to agree to this, even if 
the people of Northern Ireland desired it.54 

The necessity to hold a country militarily in which the majority demand 

for legislative independence could well spill over into secessionism 

would have proven costly or even impossible. The partitioning of the 

country to provide a 'statelet' with a majority of loyal citizens, thus 

providing a defensive bulwark, would have appeared as a desirable option 



to long term military control. 

The two nations approach differs from the traditional republican 

conceptualization of nation and nationality by the fact that it tends 

to perceive these as being based on subjective rather than 'objective' 

criteria. In so doing, this approach benefits from its refusal simply 

to ignore the feelings and attitudes of the loyalist community and is 

reminiscent of Rupert Emerson's claim that, 

The simplest statement that can be made about a nation is that 
it is a body of people who feel that they are a nation; and it 
may well be that when all the fine spun analysis is concluded, 
this will be the ultimate statement as well.55 
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If nationality may be assessed as simply self-identification and through 

this the loyalists may be seen to constitute a nation, then the raison 

d'~tre of the republican movement could be seen as hypocritical and ill­

considered. The demand that Britain should militarily withdraw and 

legislate the loyalists of the six counties into a united Ireland could 

then be interpreted as a call to an external agency to coerce an Ulster 

nation into a multi-nation state-a situation analogous to the very way 

the republicans view the injustices done to Ireland by the act of union. 

By the mid-1970s the ethos of the New Ulster movement, which pro- 1 

posed the substitution of a common 'Ulster' identity for that of British 

or Irish, lent support to the ICO view. This was reinforced by the 

reluctant acceptance in some quarters in the south that the inclusion 

of a million unwilling loyalists in a united Ireland would de-stabilize 

the southern state and substitute loyalist resistance in a unified 

Ireland for -republicanism in the north. Fine Gael moved towards a 

confederal solution to the conflict and began to speak of a northern 



Irish identity. 56 Equally reluctantly the British state realized that 

the military palliative was failing in the north. 

The increasingly strident accusations of a British "sell-out to 

republicanism" following the introduction of an Irish dimension at the 

Sunningdale Convention of 1973 had sparked a loyalist workers strike. 

A loyalist para-military grouping, the Ulster Defence Association, by 
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its organization and direction of the strike for a brief period increased 

the popularity of its aim of independence for "Ulster. 1157 Unfortunately 

for the adherents of the two nations approach, what was heralded as an 

"Ulster identity" ultimately "proved to be frail ... beset by geo­

graphic ambiguities and divisive political implications. 1158 lhe illusory 

nationalism which seemed to demonstrate strength and coherence during 

the Ulster Workers Council strike subsequently shrank to diminutive 

proportions. Maxon-Browne's work in 1983 and the fieldwork of the MORI 

survey of 1984 show a clear reduction in the numbers of those holding 

an 1 Ulster 1 identification. 59 In 1968 39 percent of northern Protestants 

regarded themselves as British, 32 percent as "Ulster" and 20 percent as 

Irish. By 1984, 77 percent identified themselves as British. It may, 

of course, be claimed that 'British' does not constitute a nqtionality 

and that as Britain is a multi-nation state it is possible to retain an 

Irish nationality while claiming to be British by political allegiance. 

But the meaning of the term British in Northern Ireland contains an 

implicit rejection of Irish nationality. As Richard Rose rightly warns: 

An Ulster Protestant may descr i be himself as British, but by 
doing this does not necessarily mean he thinks as English, 
Scottish and Welsh people do when they identify themselves thus. 



For the residents of Great Britain, this label supplements 
their primary nationality. For the Ulstennan it is a substi­
tute for it.60 
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In the long run the two nations approach, by attempting to shoehorn the 

' Britishness ' of the loyalist population into a second Irish nationality, 

engages in a task which requires the same degree of brute force as the 

republican attempts to convince them that, like it not, they are 'objec­

tively' Irish. 

By 1975, coincidentally the year in which the new radical leader­

ship assumed power in the Republican Movement, a clearly perceptable 

change in attitude occurred. Nation and nationality shifted noticeably 

from the objective to the subjective perspective and as republican 

attitudes hardened, conventional wisdom on the subject was questioned. 

In a leading article An Phoblacht argued: 

It is something of a tradition to say that those who continue 
to veto the progress of the Irish people are Irish. Surely 
this is an impertinence and a lie? If they are Irish, their 
allegiance is to Ireland and the Irish people. If they say 
their allegiance lies elsewhere, are we not deluding ourselves 
in asserting that they are lrish? We are approaching the 
moment of truth whi.ch has been avoided for so long. We and 
they have to face the truth .... It is high time that the 
nettle was grasped.61 

The Provisional statements of the early 1970s, in keeping with republican 

tradition; had insisted that both loyalists and nationalists constituted 

one unitary nation and that Protestant self-conception was "a distortion 

of the facts . 1162 The false consciousness of the loyalist colTITiunity, in 

this perspective, would be pierced only by the ending of British rule 

which would result in their recog ni t i on of their 'objective' interests. 

The later revision of this view moves away from the traditional criteria 



for nationality to take a stance firmly in the subjectivist camp. 

The Irish nation is not made up of all those who are born and 
bred in Ireland. It is made up of all those who give allegiance 
to Ireland rather than to any other nation; and all those who, 
when asked what is their nationality, say "Irish" without qual­
ification.63 
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The nationality of the loyalists had begun to be recognized in terms of 

their own self-designation and their refusal to be politically separated 

from 'mainland Britain' accepted. 

The Ulster British are not a nation and do not claim to be a 
nation. They are no more a nation than a similar body of French 
people would be if they were settled for 300 years in Ulster and 
still calling themselves the French.64 

The new analysis granted to the loyalist ideology a recognition of 
7 

its durability and has taken one step back from the earlier optimistic 

perspective which saw it as being instantly alterable by the withdrawal 

of marginal privilege. To a large extent the shift in perception was 

imposed upon republicans by the increasingly obvious fact that loyalists 

would not simply acquiesce in a united republic following independence. 

"One way or another, 11 An Phoblacht points out, "we may have to fight 

these people. 1165 The federal plan in the Provisionals' policy document 

"Eire Nua," which was seen optimist~cally as the panacea for Ireland's 

ills, now came to be seriously questioned by the leadership of the 

Republican Movement. The federal plan, which will be discussed in more 

detail below, was expected to reassure the loyalist conmunity that their 

political position in an independent Ireland was secure. 

By creating a provincial ·_ parliament for the nine counties of 
Ulster within a new Ireland, the partition system would be 
disestablished and the probl em of the border removed. The 
Protestant people of Ulster would have a working majority of 



approximately one quarter million within the province and would 
have immediate access to power. That power would be the surest 
guarantee of their civil and religious liberty within a new 
Ireland.66 
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With the depiction of the loyalists shifting from an objectively 

Irish but unfortunately deluded community to one which saw them as 11 a 

foreign community lodged in one of the provinces of the Irish nation 1167 

federalism came under attack. If false consciousness was not simply to 

fall away according to the traditional republican schema then the con­

ciliatory nature of the federal plan was misconceived. As Morrison was 

later to argue: 

The idea of a federal Ireland and a federal Ulster sounds grand 
and fair but you will have as much trouble getting Loyalists to 
accept a nine-county parliament as you will getting them to 
accept a united Ireland, so why stop short?68 

In the early 1980s the republican view that the loyalist popula­

tion should not be seen as Irish but as a British national minority 

living on Irish soil became more forcefully articulated. In 1981 

O'Connaill asserted: 

The reality is that they are a colon class. 
tler class that arose out of the plantation. 
the fact that they are a colonial breed.69 

They are the set­
Republicans accept 

Adams, arguing for the deletion of the federal plan in 1981, stated: 

We must recognise that the loyalists are a national political 
minority whose basis is economic and whose philosophy is neo­
fascist, anti-nationalist and anti-democratic.70 

Whereas Republicans had originally seen the Loyalists as Irish they 

now came to be regarded as 'West Britons' whose nationality was accepted 

as being determined by their own subj ective consciousness of it. 

accepted, 

It was 
_J 



96 

because they say that by choice, history and loyalty-not merely 
by law-their nationality is British. In addition they expressly 
reject Irish nationality: they say they do not belong to the 
Irish nation.71 

The adoption of the subjective model was fortuitous for the movement in 

two ways. In the first place the fear that the demand for a united 

Ireland be construed as "an appeal by our leaders to England to coerce 

a group of our fe 11 ow countrymen" 72 could be overcome. In the second 

place Connolly's view that after unification the Loyalists would per­

ceive themselves as Irish need not be abandoned .. If nationality is a 

question more or less of loyalty to a given state, real or aspired to, 

then the possibility still exists, after a period of readjustment, for 

the Loyalists to perceive themselves as Irish. 

The Ulster British or their descendents will become part of the 
Irish nation only if, and as, an Irish national consciousness 73 and culture emerge which they voluntarily accept as their own. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

REPUBLICANISM AND ELECTORAL POLITICS: 1975-1985 

From the fonnation of the Provisionals in 1969 the leadership 

viewed the way forward as a simple and straightforward operation; to 

break the connection between Ireland and England by undennining the will 

of the British to remain. This they assumed could be achieved by the 

destruction of the economic infrastructure in the north. Due to the 

involvement of the Officials in 1 agitational 1 politics a perceived link­

age had been established between electoral participation and refonnism. 

The electoral path, the Provisional leadership assumed, could ultimately 

only lead to a dilution or termination of the armed struggle due to the 

necessity of broadening the electoral base. However by the 1980s Sinn 

Fein had been transformed from an appendage of its military alter ego, 

the IRA, to a significant political force in its own right. To its 

electoral gains in the north, the party had added a noticeable political 

advancement in the south. It has taken over the chair of five local 

authorities in the twenty-six counties and has assumed a leading position 

in many neighbourhood associations, trades unions and women's groups. 

According to the Sunday Times it has 11 increased its number of committed 

activists from 1,000 to 4,500 in three years and thrown the main politi­

cal parties into disarray." 1 

The transfonnation of Sinn Fein from a body merely supportive of 

the military role of the IRA to a political organization of not incon­

siderable stature was problematic. Dissention has been, and still is, 
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voiced within the movement at the apparent pulling away from Connolly's 

view that the colonial link must be broken before social advancement can 

be made. The guarded support that the party has received from the 'hard­

liners' in the movement has been contingent upon its continued success. 

So far Sinn Fein has managed to avoid any major contradictions of the 

fundamental tenets of republican doctrine by maintaining a degree of 

autonomy from the IRA. A 'twin-track' policy has been established in 

which the political effort~ of Sinn Fein are expected to develop inde­

pendently of and in no way to the exclusion of the IRA's military 

campaign. What has become known as the policy of the 'Armalite and the 

ballot box' is seen by the IRA as a result of the "need to build a poli­

tical base; the need to be seen clearly as public representatives of the 

people we profess to lead [and] the need to stop collaborationist 

elements masquerading as representatives of the nationalist people." 2 

The operation of both organizations is seen as separate but complemen­

tary, both striving towards national liberation while avoiding the traps 

of reformism. 

In seeking the origin of such a transfonnation attention has been 

drawn to the ascendency of a new, radical, northern directorate dating 

from around the mid 1970s. 3 But the conditions which provided the 

impetus for the take-over were rooted not only in the political matura­

tion of the movement itself but to a large extent in reaction to a 

reformulation of British policy in the north. In an analysis of the 

1983 general election in Northern Ireland, W. Harvey Cox argued that 

British policy may have been the paramount factor in the advancement 

_J 
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of the party. "Arguably," he suggests, "the rise of Sinn Fein was a 

product of what Mrs. Thatcher did with her 1979 Westminster majority 

(that is to say the impact of her economic policies and her handling of 

the hunger strikes of 1980-1981). 114 The new and politically aggressive 

policy of Sinn Fein in pursuing its electoral ends was derived from its 

attempts to reverse the trend in which nationalist resistance was being 

channeled into a constitutional path and also in reaction to British 

efforts to deal with the military campaign. 

By the mid to late 1970s the majority of the north's Catholic 

population remained alienated from the state, still bearing the brunt of 

escalating unemployment and still dismayed at the reluctance or the 

inability of the British state to confront pressing social issues rather 

than militarily address their violent symptomatic manifestations. The 

collapse of the Stormont surrogate in 1972 had returned the care of the 

northern state to the Westminster parent without any appreciable amelior­

ation of the social situation of the nationalist community. At the same 

time the British attempt to deal with the problem militarily by focusing 

on the nationalist ghettoes ensured a degree of support for the IRA. 

0'Malley has pointed out the scale involved: 

The breadth of house searches alone conveys the scale of possible 
support: more than thirty-six thousand in 1972, double that again 
in 1973 and 1974, thirty thousand in 1975, thirty-four thousand 
in 1977, fifteen thousand in 1978. And in every household 
searched there was left behind a sense of estrangement, of the 
anger felt when one's privacy is rudely and brutally invaded.5 

While there had been 11 an enormous influx116 of volunteers into the ranks 

of the IRA and personnel presented no particular problem, 7 it became 

increasingly apparent that the conduct of the military campaign, as a 
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single tactic, was at best inadequate and at worst counterproductive to 

their desired end of the establishment of a socialist republic. 

The concentration on simply bombing 'economic targets' in an 7 

attempt to demoralize and ultimately expel British financial interests 

was based on a significant miscalculation: that the struggle would be of 

short duration. The views of MacStiofain, Twomey and O'Conaill were 

that the national question could be concluded following a short, sharp 

confrontation at the conclusion of which the British would militarily 

withdraw. The British abandonment of Cyprus in particular was upheld 

as indicative of the lack of resolve on the part of the British state 

to hold together its colonial territories in the face of armed opposi­

tion. An Phoblaeht's pronouncement in 1974 suggested in addition to 

being unwilling, Britain was financially incapable of continuing a long 

war. 

As England totters towards economic collapse and bankruptcy she 
must cut every conceivable cost. The last outposts of Empire 
are to be abandoned with Cyprus, Malta and Singapore. Ireland 
is also to be evacuated. But Mason's terms are: when the RUC 
and UDR are ready to take over.8 

The attitude that Britain would consider withdrawal seemed reason­

able in view of the opinion of the British Prime Minister that a united__J 

Ireland was a legitimate goal. Harold Wilson had declared in 1971 that: 

The situation has now gone so far that it is impossible to con­
ceive of an effective long term solution in which the agenda does 
not include consideration of, and which is not in some way 
directed to finding a means of achieving, the aspirations envis­
aged half a century ago, of progress towards a united Ireland.9 

Britain's amenability to at least discuss the issue of withdrawal was 

seemingly reinforced by the fact that the government had entered into 
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negotiations with the IRA in 1972 and again .through intennediaries in 

1974 and 1975. Conducive to optimism in this respect also was the fond 

belief held by the IRA leadership between 1972 and 1975 that an 11 alli­

ance of extremes 1110 could be fostered between the loyalist paramilitaries 

and their republican counterparts. The loyalist Ulster Defence Associ­

ation by espousing an Ulster nationalism and confronting British right 

to rule in the six counties by the tactic of a general strike, seemed to 

provide a natural ally. After all, the Provisionals reasoned, with the 

retreat of the British, the veil of false consciousness dependent upon 

marginal privilege and reinforced by the union would no longer obscure 

the 'true' nationality of the loyalists. The later spate of sectarian 

assassinations carried out by the loyalist paramilitaries was to shatter 

th i s be l i e f. 

The period between 1972, which An Phoblacht proclaimed "The year 

of victory," and 1975 saw within the movement a significant readjustment 

to the changing political situation. The unexpected duration of the 

struggle not only surprised the Provisional leadership but demoralized 

those supporters for whom the effkacy of the IRA pl an seemed to have 
--, 

been demonstrated by the toppling of the Stonnont regime. The broad 

base of support in nationalist areas was diminishing, largely due to 

disillusionment following the lack of visible progress to compensate for 

living inside the 'war zone'. More important, however, for the Provi­

sionals was the increasing appeal of constitutional nationalism in the 

form of the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP). The SDLP was 

founded on August 21st, 1970, absorbing the old Nationalist Party and a 
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large section of the lesser constitutional nationalist parties. In one 

respect, the SDLP posed an equal or more dangerous threat to the Provi­

sionals than British military intervention insofar as it could reduce 

the base of the IRA support inside traditional republican enclaves. 

With the increasing strength of the SDLP the simple reliance on the 

military tactic to provide the basis for national liberation came to be 

questioned by the Provisionals' membership in the north :J While the 

customary fluctuations in popularity could be remedied by reorganization 

from the traditional army structure into a system of cells which to some 

extent reduced the necessity of the 'friendly sea', the SDLP encroach­

ments in republican areas were more serious. Sinn Fein was at that time 

only "a protest organisation, capable in moments of emotionalism, of 

mobilising for a short period of time a very large section of the people, 

but it didn't have the organisation capable of keeping those people or a 

sizable section of them. 1111 Those supportive of republican ends though 

unwilling to participate actively were effectively frozen out of the 

movement onto the periphery of nationalist politics, or into the ranks 

of the SDLP. 

The mid-1970s confirmed the earlier signs. that the phenomenal 

costs of underwriting the social and political life of the province were 

in no way diminishing the tenacity with which the British state held on 

to the six counties. A ceasefire, proposed by Daithi O'Conaill as a 

breathing space for negotiations with the British government, brought 

the military campaign to a temporary standstill. In the ensuing months, 

far from demonstrating any desire or willingness to leave·, the British 
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determination to remain and their improving ability to deal with the 

situation became increasingly apparent. The abolition of Stonnont had 

fulfilled the wishes of the Provisional leadership insofar as it had 

presented a clear-cut picture of the conflict as being Irish nationalism 

confronting British colonialism, with loyalism tactfully pushed into the 

background. But following the ceasefire the British government made a 
I Lr, sustained effort to extricate itself from this position of prominence w\,,..,.), J 

·'J.P" -.P 
and to distance itself from the conflict. This effort was to be 7 11),J; 

approached by the interjection of 'Ulsterization' and 'Criminalization" 

policies between Britain and the object of Irish nationalist aspirations. 

Ulsterization was a policy conceived by Merlyn Rees in 1974 in which the 

RUC and the locally recruited Ulster Defence Regiment were to be given 

an increasingly dominant position in the defence of the state, leaving 

the British military presence with a lower. profile. Criminalization was 

the decision to end "special category 11 status for those prisoners con­

victed of politically oriented offences. This measure had two major 

purposes: to reduce the legitimacy of the movement (and thus its objec­

tive) by classifying republican prisoners convicted _after March 1st as 

criminals and to reduce the embarrass ingly high statistics of political 

prisoners in British gaols. The latter tactic created an anomalous 

situation in that all those conficted before March 1st continued to hold 

special category status for the same offences which were to be condemned 

as criminal the following day. It was largely in the implementation of 

these two policies that Westminster by the 1980s was to fuel the revival 

of the political fortunes of the IRA. 

:z-
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At the same time the months of the ceasefire proved to be a test- 7 

ing ground for Sinn Fein, for with the military aspect of the struggle 

temporarily constrained, the political aspect was highlighted and found 

to be inadequate. One observer noted in a review of 1975: 

The reason why Provisional Sinn Fein proved itself so politically 
inadequate throughout the year was not merely due to the inade­
quacies of its policies .... It was because Sinn Fein was never 

' allowed to develop politically, independent of the Provisional 
army council so it never learned to walk. When the political 
challenge of the ceasefire arrived, and Sinn Fein was invited to 
join the race against the SDLP, its wobbly legs never allowed it 
even to get off the ground.12 · 

For the struggle to be a protracted one, and the revamped British 

policies suggested that it would be, then the need for development and 

autonomy in Sinn Fein was crucial for the very existence of the movement. 

The early prognostication that British withdrawal was imminent was 

replaced by a more sober assessment. At the Bodenstown commemoration 

Jimmy Drumm articulated a changing attitude among republicans in the 

north: 

The isolation of socialist republicans around the anned 
struggle is dangerous and has produced the refonnist notion that 
'Ulster' is the issue, without mobilisin~ the working class in 
the 26 counties .... The British government is not withdrawing 
from the six counties and the substantial pullout of business 
and the closing of factories fn 1975 and 1976 was due to the 
world economic recession, though mistakenly attributed at the 
time as symptoms of withdrawal ...• Indeed the British govern­
ment is corrmitted to stabilising the six counties and is pouring 
in vast sums of money ... to assure loyalist and secure from 
loyalists, support for a long haul against the IRA .••. We 
find that a successful war of liberation cannot be fought exclu­
sively on the backs of the oppressed in the six counties, nor · 
around the physical presence of .the British anny. Hatred and 
resentment of the army cannot sustain the war.13 

Politicization of the northern communi ty, the republicans _ felt, was no 

longer a task which could be relegated to some undetennined time follow-
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ing national liberation, it had to be undertaken simultaneously in order 

to avoid the debacle of 1956-62 . The prevalent notion that the IRA 

cou l d l i berate the north on behalf of its nationalist population and 

without its involvement, following the pattern of 1916, began to be 

questioned. Beyond the publication of the 1972 Eire Nua policy document 

the movement had done little to involve itself in broadening its appeal 

or involving those marginally supportive. The initiation of the Ulster­

ization policy effectively emptied the slogans "Brits Out" and "Troops 

Out" of any real meaning due to the steady diminution of the number of 

British troops in the north. As the movement was later to make explicit: 

The gradual withdrawal of the overt trappings of British military 
rule in the six counties-replacing troops in the streets with 
'the police' and replacing forts inside nationalist ghettoes with 
a centralised system of strategically sited barracks-dictates an 
increasingly sophisticated response. The mistaken (if understand­
able) equation of 'sticks' with politics needs to be finnly 
rejected.14 

The necess i ty to build an effective political organization to 

combat the SDLP and to concisely articulate the purpose of the struggle 

in the face of criminalization and Ulsterization motivated a number of 

northern radicals to position themselves in leadership roles. The IRA 

executive, due to recognized policy, had remained vitrified and unassail­

able since 1969. The IRA leadership is a body of fourteen to fifteen 

members elected by the annual Anny Convention of local commanders. When_J 

the IRA is engaged in a campaign, t he last elected executive remains in 

power until its conclusion. Thus t hose elected in 1969 were still 

occupying le~dership positions in 1975 and much of the opposition to . 

'po}itics' remained. The new as piring leadership, most of whom had 
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spent time rethinking the position of the movement in Long Kesh prison, 

began to make itself felt. The process of taking over the movement was 

accelerated when Seamus Twomey, the IRA chief of staff, was arrested 

in 1975 and a northerner, Gerry Adams, assumed the leadership of the 

Army Council. The new leadership articulated the desire of the radical 

membership in the north to make explicit the aims of the movement and 

argued that the expulsion of Britain from Ireland had to be shown to be 

not an end in itself but the means through which the socialist republic 

was to be established. The strict emphasis previously placed on the 

attainment of national liberation before social issues could be addressed 

had to be reassessed. The preoccupation with the military campaign to 

liberate the north had resulted in the virtual neglect of the southern 

population and it was towards this potential pool of support that Sinn 

Fein turned in the late 1970s. As Adams argued in 1979, "today's cir-

. cumstances and our objectives dictate the need for the building of an 

agitational struggle in the twenty-six counties, an economic resistance 

movement linking up republicans with other sections of the working _ _J 

class. 1115 

The new emphasis being placed upon the end product of the campaign 

rather than the means of achieving British withdrawal raised the spectre 

of political defeat after the campaign's conclusion. The traditional 

scenario in which Sinn Fein would sweep to victory following the inde­

pendence of the north was criticized in 1980 as "simplistic" and 

"elitist. 1116 There was no doubt that in the event of the British 

government relinquishing its hold on the north, Sinn Fein would be 
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electorally opposed by individual constitutional parties, or alliances 

of the same, whose programmes and political ability were already proven. 

Thus elections following a military victory would see, 

Republicans contending against conservative forces of a Fine 
Gael complexion. Also a Fianna Fail type party will almost 
certainly be organised nationally. This will leave Republicans, i· 
notwithstanding their military success, with the radical rump of 
Irish political life, a rump incidentally which will be furiously 
contested by other left wing parties.17 

For this reason, as well as the threat of being upstaged as the voice ~ 

of the northern nationalists by the SDLP, the political inrnaturity of 

the movement had to be overcome. A struggle of economic resistance had 

to be undertaken, Adams believed, to involve unconrnitted nationalist 

support "because our most glaring weakness to date lies in our failure 

to develop revolutionary politics and to build a strong alternative to 

so-called constitutional politics. 11 18 

In attempting to strengthen the movement, the socialist undertones, 

always present though generally obscured in practice, were by 1980 

pushed to the fore. It was in this period that the traditional Utopia 

of early Provisional republicanism was revised. The social system which 7 

the movement had hoped to create was based on the notion of Comhar na 

gComharsan or neighbours' cooperation . The basic idea·s of this system 

were developed in 1939 by the IRA publ icity department and broadcast 

over' IRA Radio'. The editoria l staff of the republican newspaper, The 

uni ted Irishman, in developing t hi s notion had emphasized the decentral­

ization of power and cooperative ownership overlai~ with Catholic 

religious terminology. While t he expl oitation by individuals of others' 

labour was denigrated, the right to pri vate property was defined as . 
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paramount in defending liberty. "It is the duty of the Christian state, 11 

they argued, "to see that every citizen possesses this freedom which 

comes of ownership, and to guarantee him in its possession, by protect­

ing him from the encroachments of those who would divest him of it. 1119 
.......___ 

The right to private property was considered not only ·as protective of ,,,? 

human freedom but as being also in accordance "with the divine plan. 11 

The 1972 Eire Nua· document, as the definitive work on Sinn Fein policy, 

had remained permeated by the notion of "Christian social principles" / 

and the quasi-feudal notion of individual ownership of the means of ~ 

production combined with the repopulation of the countryside. The docu­

ment highlighted the desire of the earlier Provisional leadership to 

institute a socialist system according to the dictates of republicanism 
_j 

but constrained by their abhorrence of the Soviet state. 

In the drafing of the programme our aim has been to outline a 
social and economic system which would strike a balance between 
Western individualistic capitalism with its poor and hungry 
among plenty on the right and Eastern Soviet state capitalism 
(or any of its variations) with its denial of freedom and human 
rights on the left.20 · 

While the banks and the commanding heights of industry would be nation­

alized, "firms which make reasonable efforts to orient themselves towards 

the development of a national economy will be left in private hands. 1121 

The revision of this document in 1980 still emphasized cooperative 1 

ownership though secularized its tenninology and revealed a more expli­

citly Connollyite rejection of private enterprise. The right to private 

property became severely curtailed and ownership limited to 11 pers_onal, 

non-productive property such as clothes, food, etc. 1122 Small businesses 

would be tolerated on a self-employed artisan basis, otherwise "where 
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private enterprise is permitted there shall be workers' participation. 11 

The most controversial alteration to the document was the abandonment of 

the federalist scheme for government. .f ,11·::t 

The federalism issue was not only important insofar as it altered 

the political end-product of republican aspiration but it had a signifi­

cant demonstrative effect in showing the primacy of the new leadership 

over the republican old guard. Attitudes were changing and although the 

new leadership would deny that any significant movement to the left was rt,,r" 

initiated, this was clearly the case. Along with this the isolationism 1 

and singlemindedness encapsulated in the title 'Ourselves' was being 

overcome as relationships with Third World and other European national 

liberation movements were being established Many of the attitudes which 

underlay the commitment to federalism had been eroded through the period 

of adjustment to British policy. The federal plan, conceived by the 1 

Provisional leadership around 1969,was an attempt to address . three broad 

issues. The leadership's fear of'\ hat they perceived to be the logical 

conclusion to the establishment of a strong state could be assuaged by 

the emphasis on decentralization and strong local government. It was an 

overt attempt on the part of the leadership to allay the fears of the ~ 

loyalist minority in Ireland that they would be swamped within a Catholic 

state. The degree of self-government allowed within the plan would 

ensure that legislative freedom could be ensured while at the same time 

any abuse of power could be curtailed by the national parliament. This 
_J 

latter check on loyalist power, it was felt, should be largely unneces-

sary as the withdrawal of their privileged position would enable them to 
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see clearly their commonality with their fellow Irish citizens. Finally, 
\ 

the British, who it was thought would be bani shed after a brief military 

confrontation, could be convinced prior to their departure that provision 

was being made for their former subjects. 

So highly was the federal governmental format regarded by the 

republican leadership in the 1970s that it was enshrined as a fundamental 

principle rather than as a policy in the Sinn Fein constitution. The 7 

plan suggested that the government of Ireland should exist at four 

levels: local, regional, provincial and national. At the local level, 

District Councils elected by a system of proportional representation 

would replace the existing local authorities both north and south. At 

the regional level, representatives of the District Councils together ---
with a commission of experts appointed by the Provincial Parliament 

would be empowered to coordinate the economic, social and cultural 

affairs of the regions. Following British withdrawal Ulster would be 

returned to its former nine counties and would constitute one of the 

four Provincial Parliaments. The four parliaments would follow the 

historic division of Ireland into four provinces: Uladh, Laighean, 

Connacht and Mumhan. Above this structure and situated in Athlone would 

be a national tier in the form of a federal government. By reuniting 

the province of Uladh (Ulster) with the three counties abandoned during 

partition, the loyalist community would still retain a working majority 

due to the depopulation of the western section although the Catholic/ 
-J 

Protestant ratio would be less askew. 

By the late 1970s it had become apparent that the raison d'@tre 
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of the federal policy was being undermined by political developments. 

The MacStiofain-O'Conaill leadership was now being isolated within the . 

movement. The sectarian attacks upon the nationalist colTlllunity at I 
precisely the times that IRA activity was low or when the ceasefire was 'C) 

in operation con vi need many in the...movement that the "alliance of 

extremes" was illusory. The notion that the Britishness of the loyal­

ists was a delicate tissue of false consciousness which would be shredded 

following a British withdrawal had become questioned by the membership. 

The loyalists were now more likely to be compared with 11 the Africaners 

in South Africa, the Pi eds Noir in Algeria or the Israelis. 1123 Further, ·+­

the separation of the proletariat into hostile camps, republicans 

assumed, could as easily be manipulated to the advantage of indigenous 

capitalism after withdrawal as it was perceived to have been done previ­

ously in the interests of Britain. 24 

The realization that the British presence was becoming more rather 

than less entrenched during the course of the 1970s significantly reduced 

the necessity for the federal plan to provide a form of reassurance to 

the Westminster government prior to their withdrawal, and hardened .atti­

tudes towards the loyalists. There were now those who considered that 

no special provision should .be made and no area of privilege offered. 

The implementation of federalism in this perspective was a retrograde 

step in terms of national liberation. As Morrison argues: 11 If you fight 

to get the Brits out and then hand everything back to the very people on 

whose behalf the Brits have been here then it's a nonsense. 1125 This 

attitude surfaced in the 1980 Ard Fheis in Mansion House, Dublin where 

__J 
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the debate on federalism raged for two and a half hours. The divisio~ 

of the more traditionalist leadership and those representing the radical 

left was highlighted by the arrangement of forces for and against the 

federal issue, O'Conaill and O'Bradaigh arguing for its retention and 

Morrison, Adams and Carron demanding its deletion. Adams aruged: 

Theard comhairle [party executive] wants that tier of provincial 
parliaments removed, with the other tiers, of a national govern~ 
ment and the regional and decentralised government structures 
remaining intact. 

We believe that these regional tiers supplemented by a de­
centralisation of economic and industrial resources deal ade­
quately with our aim of de-centralised socialism and de­
centralised government .... The Ulster provincial structure 
was offered as an olive branch. to unionists-it is essentially a 
sop to unionism, loyalism and Orangeism.26 

7 

Federalism, he continued, would, by granting a privileged status to the 

loyalist population, prolong those attitudes engendered by partition and 

slow any transition to socialism. While the first vote on the issue was . _j 

196 out of a card count of 294, and thus was sufficient for a constitu­

tional amendment, a recount left this significantly short. As a policy, 

federalism was defeated 167 votes to 124, leaving the party with the 

anomolous situation of having federalism remain as a principle though 

deleted as a policy from the programme. 

Surprisingly the electoral issue in 1980 provoked little reaction 

within the Ard Fhei s. As An Phoblacht reported, "the potenti a 1 ly most 

controversial, but in actuality little contested, section of the day's 

1 1 1 
. ,, 27 . . . . 1 . f. 7 debate was on e ectora po , cy. Part, c1 pat,on ,n e ect, ons was · or a 

long time a particularly difficult subject to broach in the Republican 

Movement as all electoral activity was seen as being the thin edge of a 

wedge which could introduce the means by which recognition of the 



118 

imperial and two partition parliaments could be initiated. Electoral 

'intervention' was another tactic postponed until liberation. This view 

had to be confronted in the light of recent political developments. 

Adams argued: 

People were reluctant to get involved early on because of the 
experience of the late 1960s. Now they've realised that what 
was wrong was a bad leadership, a refonnist one, and that now 
there's revolutionary potential and the necessity to push on ---i 
two fronts-on the national issue and on all other issues that J 
involve the national issue.28 

The necessity to confront British propaganda that republican sup­

port was "obtained and retained by intimidation alone 1129 in itself would 

have pushed Sinn Fein into electorally testing its strength in the 

nationalist areas of the north but the need to combat the SDLP and 

British policy compounded this. Given the reluctance of the membership 

to follow the Officials into obscurity, the 'twin track' policy of elec­

toral intervention and physical force was cautiously advanced for the 

purpose of propaganda as early as 1976. An Phoblacht proclaimed: 

It is an iron and unchanging law of politics that any major 
political transformation requires two kinds of persuasive action 
to bring it about; on the one hand, physical persuasion-the 
persuasion which operates through the application of physical 
force; on the other hand, imaginative persuasion~the pers.uasi_on 
which operates through the direction of a set of images at the 
minds of a given public with the aim of inducing it to move in 
a certain direction.30 

Electoral intervention was not, as has been suggested, forbidden by Sinn 

Fein policy and simply reversed for the sake of the election of Bobby 

Sands, the hunger striker, in 1982. 31 Elections fought on a non-atten­

dance basis by Sinn Fein date back to 1917 when the death of J.J. O'Kelly 

in Roscommon precipitated a by-election. I Count Plunkett (a papal count) 
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fought the campaign in the absence of any real policy, merely rejecting 

partition and Redmond's party. Joe MacGuiness began the tradition of 

forwarding prisoners in 1917 when he fought and won on a simple slogan: 

"Put him in to get him out. 11 In 1918 Sinn Fein had taken 73 seats in 7 

the general election and in 1955 two prisoner candidates were elected ) 

in Fermanagh/South Tyrone and in Mid-Ulster. 

Ultimately it was the issue of criminalization that propelled the 

movement into the centre of the world stage, increased the flow of money 

from America and reinforced the electoral line being advocated by the 

leadership. British army intelligence had prophetically warned in 1978 

that II the current muted support for the forces of law and orqer wi 11 

remain delicately balanced and susceptible to any controversial govern­

ment decision or security force action. 1132 Thatcher's intransigence 

during the hunger strikes of 1981, staged as a rejection of the crimin­

alization policy by the Long Kesh prisoners, unbalanced the political 

situation in Northern Ireland. Despite the ultimate failure of the 

strike to achieve its aim of overturning the criminalization policy, 

"Sinn Fein discovered a potential prize far more glittering-a reserve 

of electroal support waiting only to be tapped. 1133 More important in 

its effect on the movement was the fact that Owen Carron's electoral 

victory following the death of Bobby Sands and increasing the previous 

poll showed that the emotional issue of the hunger strike may not have 

been the only reason for their success. While Carron polled a total of 

31,278 votes in the north, the election victories of Doherty and Agnew 

in the south must have convinced many sceptics in the movement about the 
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suggests: 
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What contesting elections does do and did, especially ih the 7 
case of Bobby Sands, is that they completely undermine British 
propaganda which states that republicans have no support. They 
show that republicans have popular support.34 

An IRA spokesperson explained in 1981 that since the 1969 split 

there had been a "simplistic republican attitude" to the position of the 

Officials and that this had resulted in ''a reaction withi~ the Republican 

Movement against taking political control within the nationalist commun­

ity or examining methods, even electoral, for doing this." The statement 

went on to explain: 

For those who would be concerned that such an intervention in 
the West Belfast election is a new tendency or departure, they 
can be assured that the military struggle will go on with all 
the energy at our disposal, and, in fact, victory would actually 
be hastened with the development of a complementary radical 
political offensive.35 

Elections, it was decided, should be fought on an obstructionist basis 

also, for the IRA feared that they were actually providing the SDLP with 

their political leverage. Were it not for the fact that the Irish 

national issue was being pushed into the foreground by the IRA military 

campaign the British government, they believed, would have simply ignored 

the demands of any constitutionalist nationalist party. By contesting 

elections the republican movement could either gain a propaganda victory 

of a Sands-Carron type or, at worst, split the nationalist vote, ensuring 

that "the SDLP would have a hard job, and probably an impossible job, of 

getting into power. 1136 

,.,. 
\ 
) 
....J 
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The Ulster Assembly elections, the first real electoral outing of "9 

Sinn Fein as a party, resulted in a significant poll of 10 percent of 

the vote and taking five seats of the available 78. The 1982 Westmin­

ster elections compounded this success in that Sinn Fein increased its 

lead to 13.4 percent of the vote, polling 102,601 votes. Sinn Fein 

however failed to make any significant inroads into the SDLP vote, the 

greater part of its increased vote having come from "working-class first 

time voters who might well hitherto have abstained from the polls. 1137 

To some extent, this substantiates Morrison's claim that "[g]etting 

involved in electoral politics allowed us to expand our organisation and 

bri ng i nto the st ruggle a lot of people who otherwise would be sitting 

on the si de lines as observers and we have made activists of them. 1138 

Hainsworth argues that Si nn Fein had approached the 1984 elections 

with two basic intentions: 

to surpass the 100,000+ votes won in the 1983 election, to narrow 
the gap (34,000 votes, 4.5%) between themselves and the SDLP, and 
to prepare for the 1985 district council elections where Sinn 
Fein aspires to upstage the SDLP.39 

Morrison argues that, in fact, Sinn Fein had not entered the election in 

the hope of defeating the SDLP whose l eader, John Hume, had managed some­

thing of a publicity coup with the New Ireland Forum just prior to the 

election. 

Before the election we reached the conclusion that it was unlikely 
that we would outpoll John Hume. But inside the election direc­
torate I argued that we had to hold out the prospect of success to 
the people to motivate t hem because the European election wasn't 
the same as t he Westminste r el ection where, for example, in 
Fermanagh, an unknown SDLP candidate was fighting against Owen 
Carron who had a much hi gher profile .... My argument won the 
day with the people on t hat commi ttee so we had to suggest that 
we were going to outpol l Hume . It was a mistake and what actually 
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happened was that some people who had voted Sinn Fein in the 
past . . . voted for John Hume on the basis of his track record 
in Europe.40 
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Hainsworth was however accurate in his assertion that Sinn Fein saw the 

electi on as a preparatory process for the local elections in 1985. 

These election are particularly important for two reasons: in the first 

place any seats taken will be occupied, as local elections are considered 

to be far enough from the imperial structures to be legitimate and in the 

second place because Sinn Fein believes that the SDLP survives BS a 'one 

man show' based on Hume's popularity, the sheer numbers of candidates 

i nvolved will militate against an SDLP success. 

If Sinn Fe i n does not make any significant showing in the 1985 

elections the consequences for the political line will undoubtedly be 

serious. It seems clear that there will be a reaction among the tradi­

tionalist element in the movement. Political action undertaken by Sinn 

Fe i n has proven expensive . It now operates five advice centres or 

clinics in West Belfast, four in Derry, one in Strabane, five in Mid­

Ulster, four in Fermanagh-South Tyrone, and three in Armagh-Newry. 

Rural constituencies have four to five full-time members each, while 

West Bel fast and Derry have fifteen f ull-time members each. An inter­

view in The Listener provides an in sight not only into the cost of the 

political tactic but also the poss i ble reaction to it. 

If you're in the Falls or the Creggan and you have your tiles 
blown off and the Housing executive are a bit slow in getting 
round to deal with it, you'll have a Provo shinning up a ladder 
to stick the rn back for yo u .. .. He won't put in a bill, but 
his services still cost money, and a lot of the lad.s would 
prefer to see the money going on arms and ammunition.41 

Given the increasing success of th e authorities in both the north and 
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south in uncoveri ng IRA funds together with recent attempts to discredit 

NORAID in America, these costs will be seen as a particular burden, the 

only compensation for which will be a sufficiently large showing at the 

polls. The veracity of Daithi O'Conaill's charge that the Sinn Fein 

leadership is unrepresentative of the movement as a whole42 may soon be 

tested. On the weekend of 17th March 1985, the army council met to 

discuss the continuation or abandonment of the electoral strategy. 43 

The result of this meeting has been withheld from the membership and, 

in all likelihood will not be revealed until after the elections of May 

1985. The electoral strategy will therefore be tested at a significant 

disadvantage for the amendment of the Representation of the People Act 

barring a convicted felon from candidacy in elections will deprive Sinn 

Fein of a significant number of their most suitable candidates. 

Whether the electoral strategy will continue is a question .which 

will only be answered after the upcoming elections but what remains 

clear is that the campaign will continue supported by electoral vic­

tories or not. As British army intelligence states: 

The Provisionals' campaign of violence is likely to continue 
while the British remain in Ireland .... We see little pros­
pect of political development of a kind which would seriously 
undermine the Provisionals' position.44 
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NOTE: Variations in the noting of An Phoblacht are due to its change 
from a monthly to a weekly in the late 1970s. 
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no empty claim, not a boast it's a statement of fact that we have 
had dialogue right across the board. Such is progress, and in a 
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new climate, and there definitely would be a new climate once 
the British said they .were going .... Having such an open 
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from be it loyalist, unionist, nationalist, call them what you 
like, that they would have the same approach. We believe that 
such a situation, such a scenario is feasible in a climate of 
post-declaration. (Irish Republican Information Service, 
November 22, 1974) 

11 G. Adams quoted in An Phoblacht, February 30, 1984. 

12Quoted in An PhobZacht, February 6, 1976. 
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis contends that the r.epublican movement in Ireland sees 

itself as carrying on an incomplete revolution commenced in 1916. 

Consequently the doctrine of Connolly and, to an extent, of Pearse is ( 

overwhelmingly important in understanding the movement's raison d'@tre _j 
and longevity. The legitimacy of the republican cause is derived largely 

from the movement's ability to demonstrate, in ideological terms, its 

linear descent from the leadersnip of the 1916 Rising. The governments 

of the Irish state, while denigrating the movement's methods, have never 

been able to question its historical legitimacy or denigrate its ideology.1' 

The aims of the Republican Movement and the southern political parties 

{particularly Fianna Fail) in seeking the achievement of a united 

Ireland are identical. But while the southern state would consider 

unification as an end in itself, republicans, with Connolly, would 

consider this a means to an end. But the commemoration of Easter 1916, 

by which the southern state celebrates its own conception, also functions 

to some extent to . retterate the efficacy of armed rebe 11 ion and the 

legitimacy of the republican cause. 

The Republican Movement benefits from positioning itself in the 

reflected glory of the 1916 insurgents. The ends and the means of the 

struggle have been predetermined. 

The Republican Movement regards the Proclamation of 1916 as its 
foundation stone; the Republic we seek is that of Pearse and 
Connolly; and like them we believe that the fundamental question 
is the removal of the British presence from Ireland.l 

The means by which the British presence is to be removed remains defined 
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by Pearse as 11 physical force. 11 To quote a representative of the move­

ment: 

We recognise that even if the entire nationalist population in 
the six counties voted for Sinn Fein that wouldn't be enough. 
There must be an increase in political activity in the twenty­
six counties so that they also demand that the Brits get out. 
Even that wouldn't be enough because the only thing colonial 
rulers will listen to is force.2 · 

In the period up to 1962 military activity in the movement took 

precedence over the political aspect of republicanism. This is not to 

say that Connolly's contribution to republicanism was either ignored 

or refuted . Rather his insistence that national liberation must precede 

soci al revolution pushed political activity temporarily into the back­

ground. The pressures not only of a failing military campaign but also 

of a changing political and economic situation in the north persuaded 

some lead i ng figures in the movement to abandon republican orthodoxy. 

That sect ion of the organization later to become known as the Officials 

attempted to stand Connolly's teaching on its head by insisting instead 

that social emancipation must precede national liberation. In order to 

achieve national liberation via the instigation of socialism, both north 

and south of the border, physical force was to be abandoned. As a 

consequence the movement split into purist and refonnist coteries. The 

purists, known as the Provisionals, remained faithful to Connelly's 

teachings and continued to be dominant in the movement's grass roots. 

The Officials misunderstood the importance of tradition in the 

maintenance of leg~timacy within t he movement. As a consequence of 

their abandonment of traditiona l doctrine, the Officials, later to 

become known as "The Workers ' Party , 11 were banished to the periphery 
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of Irish nationalist politics. The Provisionals never conformed to 

their med ia image as a nihilist reaction to the political line of their 

Official counterparts. Nor may they be considered to have been followers 

of Pearse "committed to the simple ideal of freeing [their] country from 

its oppressors, authorised to use all available means for that end, 

seeking no glory other than martyrdom. 11 3 While Pearse considered the 

root cause of Ireland's ills to be simply foreign domination, Connolly 

recognized independence to be but a precondition for ending class oppres- ( 

sion in Ireland. In 1974 the Provisionals argued that "the republican 

movement has never looked on the ending of British rule in Ireland as 

an end it itself but rather as a means to restore the ownership of 

Ireland to the people of Ireland and the establishment of a system free 

from any exp loitation of man by man and which will be truly democratic 

right down through society. 114 Connolly ' s teachings came to be more 

forcefully articulated following the debacle of the 1956-1962 campaign. 

The retention of Connolly's approach in the face of later politi­

cal developments proved difficult, particularly on the question of the 

loyalists' posit ion in a republican Ireland. The 'two nations' theory 

which appeared in a revised form in the 1970s threatened the legitimacy 

of the republican endeavour. Essenti ally it argued that the six 

counties should be seen not as an appendage of Britain but as consti­

tuting a nation in their own rig ht . Connolly ' s view that loyalist self­

perception should be seen as fa l se consciousness was attacked. The 

Republican Movement, in adjust ing its position to deal with this 

approach, signifi cantly hardened its attitudes towards the loyalist 

J 
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population. The shift in republican perception had significant ramifi­

cations in the political plans of the Republican Movement insofar as the 

federal nature of the New Ireland (Eire Nua) programme was abandoned 

amidst strong protest. While the essence of the republican view of the 

loyalists seems to have changed, the kernel of Connelly's view was 

retained. 

The Republican Movement has so far managed successfully to chart 

a course between the wreckage of the purely military campaign of 1956-

1962 and the 'political' line of the Officials prior to 1969. But the 

execution of the military campaign has constituted a liability in the 

run-up to an electoral campaign and demonstrates the way in which the 

movement must juggle with sometimes conflicting facets of its inherited 

doctrine. The broadening of Sinn Fein's electoral appeal by the enforced 

curtailment of military action prior to elections has caused tensions as 

yet unresolved within the movement. 5 Whether these tensions will be 

sufficient to shatter the organization and precipitate another split it 

is too early to postulate. But the history of republicanism, particu­

larly recent history, has shown that military action can be profitably 

supplemented by a clear exposition of the political ends of the campaign, 

Connolly's socialist republic. Although the balance between the poli­

tical and military aspects of the movement will remain liable to 

readjustment it seems clear that electoral participation as a means of 

propaganda has proven its worth and will continue for some time. The 

Republican Movement's current policy, which has become known as "the 

Armalite and the ballot box," represents the embodiment of the tradi­

tional doctrine of Connolly and Pearse. 
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