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THE EASTER R SING AS H STCRY By C. Desmond @ eaves

A Jubilee coincides with the fifty year linit and is not therefore
an ideal tine for assessing an event historically. Cficial papers, for
what they are worth, have yet to be fully opened. Eye-witnesses and
participants are still alive, and protected by the [aw of Iibel.

Aadnen and their famlies can have strong vested interests in past events.
And of course in the general sense these past events are enshrined

in surviving relationships which are part of the structure of |iving
politics. This paper does not therefore offer the inpossible, the nature
assessnent of 1916 in all its aspects, but attenpts to outline a basis for
the criticismof the "official” historical assessnent of 1916 whi ch has been
presented in the press over the past few weeks.

One thing is now clear. The Irish question is not dead. Britain

still has, as she always had, an Irish policy. And it is well to bear in
mnd what that nowis, and to note recent changes. Broadly speaking it can
be defined as "integration within integration"; the econonc and

political consolidation of these islands under the hegenony of British
nmonopol y-capi tali smas an aspect of the consolidation (through E.E. C or
ot her neans) of neo-colonialist Europe. oviously the propaganda
necessary to popularising this line of devel opment, given existing
susceptibilities, calls for some re-assessnent of, not to say tinkering
with the facts of history.

Take for exanple the attitude of the British press to M.
Lenass's regi ne today, and contrast it with that taken towards De Val eras's.
I well recall during the war a witer (in the Evening Standard, | think)
describing De Valera's as "this rebel Governnment of doubtful authenticity".
It had abolished the oath of allegiance to the British Grown, taking
advant age of the abdication of King Edward M1l - just as of old its
predecessors of Gattan's Parlianment availed of the insanity of George I11.
It had adopted a new constitution contrary to the provisions of the Free
State Constitution Act of 1922. It was thus doubtful whether it was a genuine
Governnent at al | .

Before De Val era gave place to Lenass, a coalition had proclai med
a Republic and left the Commonweal th, and was pursuing an enbarrassingly
uncommitted policy in UNQO But on M. Lermass's succession all was forgiven.
"For the first time since 1922 there are men in Dublin with whomit is
possi bl e to do busi ness" was one newspaper conment. And busi ness was
thereafter done. Bi g busi ness shook hands across a border that was
| ast week sealed to Republicans, even railway services bei ng banned.
There were plans to co-ordinate all Ireland econonically for the benefit
of British-controlled nmonopoly. And the independent line in foreign
affairs faded away. Then cane the trade pact which the Irish Wrkers Party,
which is far fromalone in this, sees as an effort to re-establish Ireland' s
role as an agricultural hinterland to industrial Britain.
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In the mdst of this devel opment cane the jubilee of 1916.
It was said by Professor darkson when he was young and cynical that
"in lreland politics cannot be conducted w thout the aid of the glorious
dead". How were the men who died for a Republic in 1916 to be harnessed
to the task of re-establishing the lnion? Qearly the Irish bourgeoisie
nust have a story. The story is roughly that into the quietly evol ving
affairs of a contented or indifferent people |eapt a suicidal band of
revolutionary idealists determned to save the soul of the nation through
a bl ood sacrifices They aroused not enthusiasmbut hostility, and for-
feited their lives. But then "a terrible beauty was bom'. Al that was
unchanged by the rising was "changed utterly" by the executions. Thus
fromthe British point of view General Maxwell's reign of terror was
un unforgivable blunder. Fromthe Irish it was the justification
of the blood sacrifice. Inspired by the sacrifice the Irish people
acconpl i shed feats which otherw se woul d have been inpossible, and thus
finally was established the Ireland of today in which the national
aspiration had been achieved and too enthusiastic Republicans can be put in
jail.

Most anci ent peoples have their nyths of origin, which are
often highly fanciful though usually revealing. W have before us
simul taneously the Irish bourgeoisie's nyth of how it achieved State
power, and British Inperialisms nyth of howit established neo-colonialism
inlreland. It is British policy we are nmainly concerned w th today,
and | suggest that we examne it in the account given by the assistant-
editor of the London Tines, M. A P. Ryan, who published an article
"The Easter Rising" in the April issue of "H story Today". Fromi nternal
evidence I am convinced that the article on the Tines |eader page
shortly afterwards was fromthe same pen. As is known M. Ryan has
published a Hstory of Ireland and an account of the Qurragh mutiny
whi ch nost peopl e have thought sonewhat favourable to the Conservative
party. One of the points he made in it was the Unionist defiance
of the Liberal Governnent, which as it known involved the establishment
of a Provisional CGovernnent, the arming of Volunteers and extensive gun-
runni ng, was conprehensible in view of the fact that the Liberals in the
| $10 el ection had asked for no mandate to introduce Home Rule into Irel and.
That i sworthbearinginmnd.

| have quoted Yeats, that great nyth-nmaker who assinilated every
event to his own aristocratic romanticism | must quote Ryan for the
record. "A public opinion poll taken in Ireland... on the Eve of the Dublin
Easter R sing would have shown nost nmen and wonen in favour of Honme Rul e,
some content with the status quo, and only a snall mnority thinking in
ternms of armed insurrection”. So nuch for the people. Wat of the authorities?
"Poor M. Birrell, the Irish Secretary had all owed hinself to say of
the 'disaffected nen,'l have themunder the m croscope'."
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M. Ryan then continues "What neither he nor other better judges of
Irish formhad reckoned with was a suicidal gesture in assertion of
the rights of Ireland. But that is what happened .’ H s evi dence
is Pearse's alleged admssion at the Court-martial on May 2nd that "he had
been Commandant - Gener al Commandi ng-i n-Chi ef of the forces of the Irish
Republic" (if the grammar seens curious | give it as 'twas given to ne) and
"had acted in fact in flat disobedience to superior orders."

Before quoting Ryan further here | nust interpose that he
omts the point that Pearse acconpani ed his acceptance of sole persona
responsibility with the request that his life alone should be forfeit and
his conrades should be spared. It is evidence of the position after the
Rising, but is insufficient for founding an estimate of the Rsing itself.

Ryan records that "Volunteers taken prisoner were hooted by
the Dublin crowds. For a day or two it seemed that Pearse's bl ood-bath
had failed in its object. Then came the executions carried out by British
mlitary authority. They led to a conplete revulsion of feeling ....
The R sing drove Hone Rule off the stage, created a climate of opinion
in which the guerilla war against British troops and Bl ack-and- Tans
coul d be waged, and led through civil war and nmuch bl oodshed to the
establ i shment of the Republic. Pearse won. How and why he did so nakes a
study in Irish psychol ogy "

This quotation gives the curious inpression that once Maxwel |
had carried out the executions, British Inperialismcomitted no nore
sin against Ireland. |Ireland had done with it. Yet it contains a
reference to the Bl ack-and-tans, who were certainly not in lreland in 1916,
and were only sent when the Royal Irish Constabulary, unreliable and
weakened by resignations, was unable to control the country. That five
years of class and national struggle could be notivated merely by
a nmenory is to caricature darkson, and would certainly provide an
interesting study in "psychology" - that is of course if it were true.

Let us now conpare the nyth as it unfolds with the realities
as far as we are able to ascertain them

Bourgeois witers are always at their nmost naive in accounting
for the nood of the nasses. That the gas-worker, shop-keeper or taxi-
driver is just as conplex and individualized a product of history as the
senator on the bench is incredible to him That the mai nstreamof history
runs through the | ower orders seens preposterous. Hence the nasses are either
duped or inspired by agitators or idealists; or respond to sone vague
entity called the "spirit of unrest". Let us consider sone of the actua
experiences of the people just before 1916, when their nmood wi |l becone nore
easily understood, and the absurd gallup-poll antithesis "are you for Home Rul e
or insurrection?" can be avoi ded.
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In 1916 the majority of the Irish people still lived in the country.
In the preceding thirty-five years revolutionary changes had taken
place. As aresult of the agitations led by the Land League
which at one tine organi zed practically the whol e agrarian popul ation
of Ireland, the tenantry had been progressively transforned into State
nort gagees. The process began with the nmore prosperous tenants and bei ng
about half finished by the Birrell Act left a countryside acutely divided
along class lines but with its traditional |eaders tenporarily satisfied.
Agrarian agitation neverthel ess continued throughout the west, alongside
agitation on behalf of town tenants. The larger farners together with
t he bourgeoisie of the country towns (nostly nerchants) were nenbers
of the United Irish League and supported its Parliamentary Party |ed
by Rednmond. It nust be borne in mind, however, that there was great
variety in the Irish countryside, the three main divisions, the cattle-
breeding west, the cattle-fattening east and the dairy-farmng south
formng an integrated systemwhose division of |abour expressed itself
indifferent proportions of famly and wage | abour. For the remaining
tenantry and the |andl ess nmen honme Rule neant that those who had al ready
benefitted fromland division would hurry on with its conpletion;
at the sane tinme the fact that they seened inclined to hurry slowy
led to dissatisfaction. This expressed itself partly through the old
secret agrarian societies, and partly through the physical force novenent,
the Irish Republican Brotherhood. It was thanks to the personal
intervention of Sean MacD aranda, one of the signatories of the pro-
clamation, and hinself a Connaught man, that the I.R B. in Connaught
were pernmtted to hold nenbership in the "noonlighting" societies.

Home Rul e was, of course, the denmand of the bourgeoisie. W
to the forties the denand had been "the repeal of the Union". In the
seventies this was scaled down to "federalism a demand which had in O
Cornell's day flourished mainly in Belfast. The effect of the Union had been
both relative and absolute elimnation of Irish industry by British
conpetition, and a constant agrarian crisis thanks to cheap food from
virgin | ands. The essential denand was thus fiscal independence.
Wiet her d adstone's conversion to Home Rul e was notivated by the high-
m nded consi derations his biographers attribute to him or whether
he was al so wei ghing the advantages of transferring the cost of |and-
purchase to an Irish exchequer, control of tariffs neither he nor his
successors would grant. Horme Rule was thus bomin chains. Wrse than that,
the Irish bourgeoisie were split on its method of application. The |ast
time the industrialists of the North joined forces with the nerchants
and srall manufacturers of the south was in 18% That was in a common
front against the over-taxation of Ireland. Thereafter, with tariff control
wi th-held, every instal ment of |and-purchase seened to detract fromthe val ue of
Hone Rule to the northerners who held the main taxabl e capacity. Throughout
this period the southern bourgeoisie preferred to give concessions in hope
of bourgeois unity rather than vigorously fight Britain for a better Bill.
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For to do so would have set the nmasses in action. The snaller bourgeois
were of course not so inhibited

Now l et us turn to the working class. These were concentrated in
Bel fast and Dublin, together with the large coastal towns. This
popul ation distribution shows the predoninantly nercantile character
of Irish capitalismapart fromBelfast. Wile they are capabl e of
consi derabl e industrial mlitancy, the political tradition of the
workers had been to support the capitalists. Wy? Because they gave work.
Their continued existence in conpetition with English nanufacturers
was the Irish worker's passport to live in his ow country. The farner
was a different matter. He was blaned for the fact that butter and bacon
were dearer in Dublin than in London. Horme Rule to create nore work was
one thing. Home Rule to subsidise the farmer was another. Nowhere was
this suspicion of the agrarian south stronger than anong the Protestant workers
of Bel fast who enjoyed a privileged position as against their Catholic
fellowworkers. To themthe papist was typically a countryman. Thus the
split in the ranks of the bourgeoi sie communicated itself to the working
class quite readily as the history of Carson's agitation shows only
too well. The Uster Volunteers were formed and arned ostensibly to
defend the Protestant worker from "popery". The Rednondites' intention
to play off country against town was revealed clearly in the electora
clauses of the Home Rule Bill, which favoured the countryside with
di sproportionate representation in the proposed |ocal Parliament.

The fundamental cause of all this disunity was the refusal of
British Inperialismto concede the one right w thout which Home Was was
little nore than a sham The |I.R B. who were strong anong the artisans
and tradesnen of the towns, as well as having a foll ow ng anong t he
intellectuals of the Gaelic |anguage novenent, prepared first for a
"patriot opposition" which would fight within the local Parlianent for
the enlargenent of its rights. After the final concession to the
Uni oni sts, when Rednond accepted the principle of the partition of Ireland
(that is to say the split in the bourgeoisie was to be made the basis of
a division of the national territory) the need for a revol ution which
woul d precede the establishment of Hone Rule and thus avoid partition
becane a nmatter of discussion. Wen successive postponenents aroused the
suspicion that Home Rul e was not coming at all, a revolution to free Ireland
once and for all becane the obvious alternative.

It is clear therefore that the issue of Hone Rul e was entangl ed
in a nost conpl ex set of class antagonisns. |f the average patriotic
Iri shman thought that he should support it because that was all he coul d get,
still those who offered it himwere not unfaulted idols. The bruta
nmeasures taken by 404 Dublin enployers in hopes of destroying mlitant
Trade Uni oni smbefore Home Rul e came into force were well known and under st ood.
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Connol Iy had no difficulty in winning support for his policy of

defeating the Liberals at the three 1913 by-elections. And it was the

Hone Rul ers who squeal ed. And again let it be said, the people were by

no nmeans satisfied that the Rednondites were capabl e of bringi ng horme

the bacon. Hence the Irish Volunteers, founded in Novenber 1913 as a broad
mlitary organi zation controlled by the |I.RB.

Fromthe formation of the Volunteers until June 1914 the Parlianmentarians
sought first to weaken, then to control the Volunteers. There is no doubt
what soever that their titular head, Eoin MacNeill used his position
on the organi zation comittee with undue freedom He opened negoti ations
with the Parlianentarians and allowed their appetite to be whetted by
encour agerent until they demanded that to the provisional comittee of
twenty five should be added a further twenty five. Since the provisiona
commttee contained some of their adherents the result was to give them
control. This was conceded so that when the war broke out it was possible
for Rednond to offer Asquith the defence of Ireland for the Enpire through
the Vol unt eers. Then foll owed negotiations for putting the Vol unteers
under the British War O fice under the Territorial Arny Act. Finally in
Sept enber Rednond nade his notorious speech at Wodenbridge urging the
Vol unteers to join up for service in Flanders.

The result was a split. The original committee resuned its freedom
of action. The Vol unteers had becone a mass organi zati on nunberi ng
over 100, 000. Every town and village had its conpany. The officers
were drawn fromthe nmerchants and larger farmers with a sprinkling of artisans
and tradesmen. The split followed class lines. In both country and town
there was a new gathering centre for small nen. The Trade Uni on novenent
decl ared agai nst the war and Connol Iy described the tactics to be adopted
by the united novenent of workers and petit-bourgeoisie in terns very
different fromthe supposed bl ood sacrifice:

"The Germans are in Boul ogne where Napol eon projected an
invasion of Britain. To Ireland is only a twelve hour run.

If you are itching for arifle, itching to fight, have a
country of your own; better to fight for our own country than
for the robber enpire.”

Connol Iy wote "starting thus Ireland may light a fire which wll
not burn out till the last capitalist bond and debenture will burn to
ashes on the grave of the last war lord."

In those early nonths of war the Irish neutrality |eague was
founded. O gani zers were despatched throughout Ireland to re-build
the Irish Volunteers. There was general understanding that England' s
difficulty was to be Ireland s opportunity, and to Connolly at |east (and
hi s newspaper had wi de circulation, reaching up to 80,000 for some issues)
Irish tactics were to be based on the resolutions of the Basle and Stuttgart
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conferences of the International. The Inperialist war was to be turned
into a war of national Iiberation.

There are no records of Connolly's neetings at this tine
bei ng broken up by hostile nobs. There are no records of opposition
to the marching Volunteers or Gtizen Arny in Dublin, though this is
recorded of cities such as Linmerick and towns |like Tullanore in less than
ayear's time. But there are records of 500 prosecutions under the DQR A
between the outbreak of war and the R sing, and the suppression of every
singl e paper of the national opposition.

That the promi sing anti-war noverent |anguished there is little
reason to doubt. In part the suppression of newspapers contributed
to this result. But nore inportant were the economc results of the war.
The farmers could sell all they produced and could enpl oy their sons
and hired men. Recruitment took off the surplus |abour force, providing
sone hones with regular earnings for the first tine in years, and separation
al | onances brought 'affluence' even into the ranks of the |unpen-proletariat.
The Home Rule Act was on the statute book (together wi th an anmendi ng act
suspending its operation until after the war) and while for the time
being the people were enjoying as a result of war the econonmc benefits
whi ch they hoped to get fromHone Rule, after the war was over they
expected to continue to enjoy themunder Horme Rul e. The first effect of
the war was to sharpen class contradictions; its second effect
was to place themin suspense. And it was this suspense, while al
the issues remai ned unsol ved, which appeared on the surface to be acqui escence.
The nood of the nmasses was to make economc hay while the sun shone. This

was not the time for rocking the boat. Inperialism as Connolly put it was
"buying the souls of men". But this was a tenporary phenonenon resulting
froma particular stage in the war. The many witers over these past

few weeks who have extended it backwards over the years mss its distinctive
character. Lenin accurately summarised the situation when he said that
the struggle had not yet natured. But all the factors were present.

Now for the thoughts of Dublin Castle. That M. Ryan is right about
"poor Birrell" is confirnmed el sewhere. Thus on April 10th Major Price,
Chief of the Mlitary Intelligence in Ireland wote:

"The general state of Ireland, apart fromrecruiting and

apart fromthe activities of the pro-German Sinn Fein mnority
is thoroughly satisfactory. The nass of the people are sound
and | oyal as regsards the war, and the country is in a very
prosperous state and very free fromordinary crine."

This confirns what has been said. Ireland had been restored to
the position she held before the repeal of the comlaws, and held a highly
favoured position in the British market. The two provisos are however
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noteworthy. The people were sound and |oyal but didn't want to join up.
And they seemto have managed to tolerate the "pro-German Sinn Fein"
(neaning the Volunteers) for nearly tw years. This mght be held to
inply that they still regarded the Volunteers as a rod in pickle

in the event of Hone Rule not comng up to expectations.

Accepting Birrell's conplacent statenent at its face val ue
M. Ryan can only suggest that no Government can be expected to anticipate
suicide. But nmore is known than that about the situation within the
Castle. Professor Leon OBroin has recently published an anal ysis
of the docunents so far available. These show that what can be
conveniently termed the "Hone Rule crisis" was affecting the ruling class
as deeply as those classes contending for power. Fromthe introduction of
the Hone Rule Act onward no official knew for certain who was goi ng
to be his boss next year. This uncertainty led to a weakening of the
vigilance of the RI1.C, and a |loosening of the traditional |oyalties
of the entire civil service. Mre than that it led the authorities at the
Castle to give far nore weight than woul d have been ot herw se possible
to the opinions of the Parliamentary | eaders. They regarded thensel ves
in a sense as a caretaker adninistration paving the way for Rednond
and O llon who woul d in due course take over.

Repeatedly fromhis arrival at the end of 1914, [andl ords and
others with eyes to the ground,were urging on Birrell strong acti on agai nst
the Vol unteers. The under-secretary, Nathan, was not averse fromobli ging.
At the end of 1914 he listed the "seditious press" and considered suppressing
it. He sent copies of the Irish Volunteer and Ireland to Birrell in London.
Birrell consulted Dillon and Devlin who advised agai nst suppression
on the grounds that far fromharmng themit would rally support.
In any case the "Sinn Feiners" (note this is the title given themby their
enem es, not that which they thensel ves chose) were an insignificant mnority.
Nathan replied that he was tired of hearing the Sinn Feiners called an
insignificant mnority; they were not an insignificant mnority and it was
not true to say they had no influence. And Nathan had his way and the papers
were suppressed. There is preserved a letter in which he suggested that
in order to help the good work, M. Dllon the Nationalist |eader should
include in one of his speeches the suggestion that if Ireland were invaded
by the Germans, the "Si nn Feiners" would hel p the Germans.

The funeral of 0' Donovan Rossa at the begi nning of August 1915

was a trenendous denonstration of the depth and extent of national feeling.

The nilitary suggested action to prevent the collection of nmoney for arns.
Birrell forbade it. |In Novenber, after the Gtizens Arny had carried out

a nock attack on Dublin Castle, Lord Mddleton demanded that the Vol unteers

be forcibly disarmed. Nathan reported that "the Nationalist party had | ost
control of the country and with the avowed purpose of preparing to resist
conscription, the extremsts were everywhere organi zing and gai ning strength.”
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In early Decenber he warned that "Sinn Fein was edging out M. Rednond, their
Vol unt eers were doi ng much mschief, and the young priests who supported them

were very extrenme." He described the difficult role Rednmond had to play.
"He had been honestly inperial in the war, but by going as far as he had
had lost his position in the country.” But still Dllon advised him

to "keep his hands off the organizers."”

O January 20th 1916, Lord Mdleton saw Birrell hinself and
drew attention to the speeches being nade by Fr. M chael 0' Fl anagan
to the alleged effect that Ireland shoul d be an independent country in
alliance with Germany, and a circular fron the Cork Vol unteers declaring
that opposition to conscription should be backed by arned force if necessary.
Inevitably the failure of recruiting was bringing the issue of conscription
to the fore. And it had been agreed by the Irish Neutrality League, or a
broad committee under its aegis that in the event of conscription, an attenpt
to disarmthe Volunteers, or a German |anding, the Vol unteers shoul d make an
insurrection. As the war proceeded, despite the econonic prosperity,
these issues increasingly darkened the horizon. One the question of the Gernan
arns ship it appears that though British intelligence knew of its journey
(though not the correct date) Nathan was kept in ignorance out of concern
lest the source of the information (required for even nore nomentous matters)
shoul d | eak out.

The explanation for the unpreparedness of the authorities thus lies
in the general situation vis-a-vis the transfer of power. It was essential
for the bourgeoisieto naintain its influence against a coalition which though
organi zational ly far weaker at the tine, could expand very rapidly
if certain issues were raised. And of course it was not a question of suicide.
If Redmond and Dillon were anxious not to take the of fensive agai nst what
was in essence Republicanism it did not follow that Republicani sm
woul d not take the offensive against the war forces. And this is indeed
what happened.

Since it is not now a question of explaining a suicidal blood
sacrifice, perhaps we shoul d now consi der why the Volunteers and G tizens
Arny undertook an insurrection which while (as | hope to show mnilitarily
sound was politically prenature.

The reason was basically the fear that the war nmight end before the
opportunity was taken. There had been nany reverses for the Entente arns.
These, for exanple the disaster of Suvla bay, had hel ped to di scourage recruitment
and to encourage the novenent against conscription. In January 19l 6
Countess Markievicz with characteristic ingenousness expressed froma
public platformthe hope that the runours of peace were unfounded, She drew
sharp rebukes fromthe pacifist Sheehy-Skeffington, who subsequently was
nurdered in cold blood by a British officer when trying to effect nediation
between the parties during the fighting. And it is generally accepted that
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in the early part of 1916 the British cabinet were giving serious consideration
to a negotiated peace. The seizure of power was thought of as a stimlus

to this negotiated peace, in which Germany woul d prove relatively stronger

than she had been at the outbreak of war, and if power could be held | ong enough
for the establishnent of any kind of adm nistration, then that adm nistration
could claimbelligerent rights ana expect international recognition in

the peace settlenment. The problemwas thus how to seize enough territory

for the establishment of an admnistration and how to hold it |ong enough.

In his analysis of the mlitary objectives of the Rsing that actually

took place, Col. Eoghan O Neill of the Mlitary Col |l ege at CQurragh, expressed
his conviction that the m ssion decided upon was the occupation of Dublin.

This opinion was based on an analysis of the mlitary dispositions

actually made. It may be added that he considered the careful planning

shown conpl etely at variance with the theory of a suicidal blood

sacrifice, although he held the view that a nunber of nistakes were made.

Wiat were the problens? The first problemarose fromthe immaturity
of the mass novenent. This expressed itself witnin the |iberation front.
Qiffith and his Sinn Fein (the only group at that tine entitled to the
nane Sinn Fein) were not in favour of an offensive insurrection. Had Britain
attenpted conscription or the disarmng of the Volunteers they woul d probably
have offered resistance. But this mght not necessarily have invol ved
Britain. Even promnent nenbers of the |.R B. for exanple Hobson, had been
converted to a preference for guerilla tactics. He wote a panphl et
entitled "defensive warfare". Those in favour of arned insurrection were
confined to the Gtizen Arny under Connolly and Mallon, and the suprene
Council of the I.RB. In md-January the supreme council net and el ected
a full "mlitary council" which was authorised to prepare secretly an arned
insurrection at a date within their discretion, and in doing so to cone to an
acconmmodati on with GConnol |'y.

The proposal made to Connolly was to organi ze a R sing on Easter
Sunday under cover of manoeuvres, relying on Pearse's position as director
of organi zation and the cadre of 1.RB. nen within the Vol unteers, to
effect the transformation without MacNeill's know edge. He would find hinself
the | eader of an insurrection and could go on or drop out as he pl eased.
It nust be recalled at this point that MacNeill had only two years previously
taken it upon hinself to negotiate a new constitution for the Vol unteers
with the Rednondites. Under this constitution the men who were now proposi ng
to decei ve hi mwoul d have been excluded fromtheir positions. Connolly
thought this course dangerous. It is not known what precisely he urged.
But fromwhat he said on other occasions it seens he was generally in
favour of changing the |eadership. H's colleagues thought that this m ght
act as awarning to the authorities and bring about an attenpt to disarm
the forces before they were prepared. And Connol |y, says Desnond Ryan
conceded w th much m sgivi ng.



Page HE even

The next problemwas arms. Arrangenments were nmade that these
shoul d be landed at Fenit in Co. Kerry. Rai | waynen were to run a
special train up the west coast dropping arns at Limerick which was to
be by-passed by the Bal |l ysi non | oop, Ennis, Cusheen, Gort, and Tuam
but above all at Atherny. These arns were to be used on the line of
the Shannon thus drawi ng off forces fromthe west of Dublin and maki ng
it difficult for the British to invest the city. As for the Vol unteers
el sewhere they must nmake do with what they had or could capture. It shoul d
be noted that it was in the west that the Volunteers had their |argest
reserves of unarned nanpower.

A further problemwas created when at the end of March a nunber
of Vol unteer organizers were arrested and deported to Britain. These
i ncl uded Mel | ows who was to take command on the Shannon. He was traced
to his place of exile by his brother who inpersonated himfor sufficient
tinme to let himout of the country in disguise. He reached his headquarters
at Killeeneennore, near Athenry, the day the R sing began

The final problens were the failure of the arns |anding and the
di scovery by MacNeill that the manoeuvres were indeed to be an insurrection
The failure of the arns landing was basically due to the arns ship
not being equi ppedw th radio, and thus not receiving | ast mnute
orders to delay the landing. Strangely enough this |ast mnute message
was intercepted by the British who thus did not discover the ship on
the day she actually arrived. The ship was scuttled and Casenent
who | anded froma subnarine was arrested.

Al nost  simul taneously MacNei |l and Robson di scovered the truth,
and for several days orders, confirmations and counternands were flying
bet ween headquarters and the outlying conpanies. The confusion was
i ndescri babl e. MacNei || nmade certain that all would know of the cancellation
of the manoeuvres by inserting an advertiserment in the Sunday | ndependent.
This may have allayed the fears of the authorities who were now (possibly subject
to the results of the energency cabinet then neeting) preparing plans
for nass arrests and disarmng the Volunteers. But it could not bring
into action the many Vol unteers who retired fromthe fray in disgust.
After a long and serious nmeeting in Liberty Hall the mlitary commttee
decided to put into action as nuch of the original plan as was possible
on the Monday. Code messages were sent out in all directions. The
Vol unt eers who took part in the R sing were substantially the nenbers of the
I.RB., plus the Gtizens Arny.

Colonel ONeill considers that to hold Dublin for a week with
the forces avail able woul d be considered a very renarkabl e achi evenent
even for a professional arny. He doubted if he had ever trained soldiers
who were half as good in street-fighting and marksnmanshi p. These opi ni ons
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by a professional mlitary nman are of great inportant where the "bl ood
sacrifice" theory is in question. It should be noticed too that the political

aimwas still intact. It is interesting to specul ate what woul d have
happened if at the Cabinet neeting it had been decided to seek a negoti ated
peace. In the west sonething approaching a thousand square mles of Irish

territory was held for several days. The insurgents in VWxford held out
even after Dublin had surrendered.

W can now turn to the question of the attitude of the Irish people.
Here it would seemthere was a significant gulf between town and country.
Too much should not be nmade of it of course, as policenen are spread thinner
in the country and the walls do not have ears. Nobody who reads Mel | ows's
story of the rising in Galway or speaks to his surviving conrades can doubt
that the popul ar nature of the insurrection was well understood. The
Athenry area had benefitted fromthe land division, but this was by no
means conplete. The town tenants agitati on had been exceptionally intense as
recently as 1907. The I.R B was strong and had assisted the snall farmers
and landless men in their agitation.

After the rising was over the R1.C reported to the comm ssion of
enquiry. Anybody famliar with the district will inmediately be struck
by the confusions and contradictions. Sonetines the distances between well -
known towns are ludicrously wong. |t should be renenbered of course that
their officers were reporting to people who probably did not know the
district. There are detail ed descriptions of events which were both
t opographi cal Iy unlikely, and chronol ogi cally suspect. The explanation
of this is that fromBallinasloe to Galway Gty, sone forty miles, and from
Tuamto Gort, some thirty odd, the R1.C evacuated all outlying posts
ana. shut thenselves up in their barracks in the few|arge towns, sonetimnmes
provi ding accoomodation in addition for the |arger nmerchants or prom nent
nmenbers of Rednmond's party. That the landlord classes screamed for help is
undoubted. And there are fanciful stories only explicable, in ny opinion
as el aborate explanations of why it was not forthcom ng.

Wien the Vol unteers canped at Moyode they were al nost enbarrassed
by the swarns of young chil dren who came pressing on themtheir (unnecessary)
services as scouts. The farners wi ves baked bread for them and offered
oni ons, potatoes and vegetables. In the field kitchen which supplied
several hundred nmen these conbined with the runps of bullocks comrandeered from
the local |andlords to nake appetizing Irish stew Police were taken prisoner
and when the cease-fire was being negotiated one of the objections was that
the police prisoners would identify the insurgents. They gave their word of
honour not to do so. And it is still said locally that some of themkept it. Wy?
Because otherwise it would not be very healthy living in the district.
The Rsing in Galway was a kind of peasant war acconpanying the nationa
revol ution in Dublin.
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Recently the Liverpool Echo published an account of the R sing which
seens to have indicated that the people were bitterly opposed to it.
A correspondent who clainmed to have lived on the Navan road as a little girl
told in reply how she had seen a fleet of cars carrying wounded men and was
extrenely upset asking the villagers what was wong. "Don't worry. They
are great heroes and are fighting for Irish freedom she was told. They
had been involved in the battle of Ashbourne. Again to return to Dublin,
there is anple evidence in the extensive literature for synpathy with the rebels
anong the people. There was a w despread fear that they would give in
too soon and thus becorme an object of ridicule. But there is al so evidence
that the lunpen proletariat which had indulged in looting before the fire
got too hot, did assenble near the quays and do a bit of booing. But even
in 1916 this was not a dense residential area, and certainly not typical
of the working class. In Gafton Street, the Bond Street of Dublin, well-
dressed | adies and gentl enen showed their breeding by spitting at the
prisoners. But just after an insurrection, when a city is still snoking,
when there is nmartial |aw and thousands of men, wonen and boys have been
arrested, is not the tinme when even the nost optimstic synpathiser
could be expected to cone out and cheer. Those who were in synpat hy
woul d naturally keep their opinions to thenselves. Certainly they would
not express it to the numerous British press men who thronged the city.

M/ Ryan calls the R sing "Pearse's bl oodbath" oblivious of that other
bl oodbat h whi ch was simultaneously claimng mllions of the youth of Europe.

"It is better to die 'neath an Irish sky
Than at Suvla or Sud-el-bar"

runs the famous song.

But Pearse, the only one anong the revol utionaries who had ever
given voice to sentinments of "blood sacrifice" was by no neans the |onely
central figure he is alleged to be. The notion of establishing a secret
society to prepare an insurrection to free Ireland had occurred to Stephens
while an exile in Paris follow ng the abortive R sings of 1848 and 1849
In 1855 he founded the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood with this object.

A R sing was attenpted in 1867. The organization, now called the Irish
Republ i can Brot her hood, played an enornmous part in the Land League struggl es
and forned a backcloth to the mlitant Parliamentariani smof Parnell.

It fell on lean times after his fall, being so to speak entangled in the
debris. But it continued uninterruptedly, was revivified soon after the
turn of the century by Hobson and McQul | ough, and in 1907 by the return of
Tom d arke. These, with Sean McD arnmada built up the organi zation throughout
Ireland, and throughout the whol e period there was training in the use of
arnms which took its first organized form sone nonths before the foundation
of the Irish Vol unteers. Pearse did not becorme a nenber of the |I.RB.

until the end of 1913.
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O the seven signatories Connolly will be known to all here. "How
do you know so nmuch about revolution M. Connol ly" an interrupter once
shouted up at him "M business is revolution, nadam he repli ed. Tom A ar ke
had spent many years in jail in Britain on dynamte charges; he had survived thanks to
an iron will and strong constitution under conditions where sonme of his
fellowprisoners went mad. Wiile in the US A he was a nenber of the Engineer's
Trade Uni on. There was not hing suicidal about either of these nen.

Sean MacDi arnada was born in Co. Leitrimbut as a youth emgrated
to @ asgow where he becane a trandriver and bartender. Later he worked
awhi l e in Bel fast where he met Hobson and McQul | ough. For several years
after 1905 he toured Ireland on a bicycle formng circles of the |.RB.
wherever he went. Eanonn Ceannt was a clerical worker who strongly supported
the workers in the Iock-out of 1913. Hs character is shown in his |ast
nessage sent out before his execution:

"l leave for the guidance of other Irish revolutionaries who

may tread the path which | have trod, this advice: never

to treat with the eneny, never to surrender to his nercy, but to
fight to a finish. | see nothing gained but grave disaster
caused by the surrender which has nmarked the end of the Irish
insurrection of 1916 - so far as Dublin is concerned. The eneny
has not cherished one generous thought for those who with little hope,
with poor equiprent and weak in nunbers, withstood his forces
for one glorious week. Ireland has shown that she is a nation.
Thi s generation can claimto have raised sons as brave as any that
went before; and in years to cone Ireland will honour those
who risked their all for her honour at Easter in 1916."

There is no trace of a death-w sh here, except perhaps for a
fewnore of his enemes. The remaining two signatories, P unkett and
MacDonagh, were intellectuals. M unkett was the youngest but was seriously
ill. Neverthel ess he nanaged to get narried in prison before he was
executed. As for MacDonagh his every word and line breathes irrepressible
gaiety and love of life.

As for the rank and file, one can imagine the 200 odd sturdy Trade
Unionists of the Gtizens Arny engaging in a blood sacrifice. Ohe mgnt
just as well call an unsuccessfull strike a "work sacrifice".

A quotation fromthe official enquiry will throw some |ight on the
tenper in the west:

"My lord", said Inspector Qayton, RI.C, "It all started in
Oraughwel I in 1907. Secret societies followed and branches were
organi zed in Loughrea, Athenry and Kilrea. And then that fellow
Mel |l ows came fromDublin. He was a paid organizer and he enrolled
every youth in every parish.”
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Lord Hardi nge: The Sinn Feiners were pretty well known to you
| suppose?
| nspect or: Yes, ny lord, they were.

Lord Hardinge: Were there any people of superior class

or education anong then?

| nspect or: No, ny lord, none.
Lord Hardi nge: What class did they cone fron?
| nspect or: Smal | shop- keepers, blacksmths, publicans and

farners' sons.

Lord Har di nge: There were no literary types anong then?

| DSPEChAly necessar yNPoMkppPEEi ate this class conposition of the
insurgents to see how inpossible it would be, after MacNeill had al ready
gi ven everybody who w shed to wi thdraw a perfect excuse for doing so,
for Pearse to lead these nmen into a "blood sacrifice" even if he had w shed
to do so. Hs gallant offer to take full responsibility, coupled with a
ronantic streak in sone of his witings, are not (as was said earlier)
adequate for the assessnent of an insurrection of this magnitude and
conpl exity.

That the executed nmen took their place al ongsi de Tone and Emet
as aresult of the executions is of course plain. But to say as M. Ryan
does in his concluding paragraph of his article that Kitchener and Maxwel |
"performed their involuntary roles as founding fathers" (of the Republic
that exists today) is to mss the essence of the situation in 1916.
Tone was executed in 1798 and becane a hero at once. Did any revol ution
follow? Emret was executed after an unsuccessful insurrection in 1803.
He has remained a hero sung in verse fromthat day. D d any revol ution
follow? The Manchester nmartyrs were hanged and every year fromthen
on throngs assenbled to comrenorate them WAs there a revolution? Wat then
di stingui shed the insurrection of 1916? It was that the R sing took
pl ace as the first breach in the world inperialist war front, that the
crisis inlreland was a real crisis, affecting both rulers and rul ed, and
nmerely hastened, did not create, the inevitable reassertions by history
of the actual relationships of Irish life, which had been partially
(and only partially) obscured for the short space of just over a year.
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What had been inplicit in the situation all along now shone
out with blinding certainty. The British were not in the war to establish
the independence of small nations. The Rednondites who were supporting
them had thrown away, not utilized, Ireland s advantage. The nerchants,
large farners and industrialists were left without a policy. Sinultaneously the
results of the decision taken in London to prosecute the war nore vigorously
began to take effect. Prices rose. Small farmers began to agitate for
I and. \Where they secured the land the threat of conscription hung over
their |abour force, their children. The expected expansion of war -
production in Ireland did not take place. The new party established by
the petit-bourgeoisie was given Giffith's name of Sin" Fein, but had
De Valera as president and Giffith as vice-president. It grew from
strength to strength. In the 1918 election it won the suffrages
of 80% of the people.

It was when British inperialismrefused to accept the verdict of
the people in 1918 that the nost intense phase of the national struggle

began. Dai | Eireaan, established in defiance of the British power
reaffirnmed Irish independence and began the de facto administration of the
country, with its own finance department, |ocal governnment departnment,

courts, police and even jails. Against it Inperialismsent soldiers

and bl ack-and-tans. That the inspiration of the nen of 1916 stil
encouraged there is no doubt. But the struggle was against actual

evils being perpetrated by inperialism the murders, incendiarisnms, shooting
up of whole towns, to say nothing of the herding of the nen of Ireland
into jails and concentration canps. It was now that inperialism

was fought to something approaching a standstill and LIoyd CGeorge adopted
the alternative policy of seeking an accommpdation with nore conpromn sing
elements (notably Griffiths and Collins) who had becone the guardians

of bourgeois interests after the old bourgeois party had disintegrated.

It was this accommodati on, not the Rising of 1916, nor the Anglo-Irish
war, that gave rise to the present partitioned Ireland, one of whose
states is the Republic that M. Ryan fathers on CGeneral Maxwell.

Finally it is worth dealing with the frequently made specul ation
that had Maxwel | not introduced the white terror the revolution which
followed 1916 woul d never have taken place.

What would the alternative have been? CObviously no government
so defied in the nmidst of a war could afford to let everybody go scot free,
What then was the mininmumreprisal possible consistent with renaining
the Covernnent ? O consistent with continuing the war? The inprisonnent
of the sixteen nen who were executed and all others let off? This line
of thought leads to a fantasy. Once the act of defiance had been
committed, provided that inperialismremained inperialism that Ireland
remai ned a subject nation, that the crisis of the world war was there
and bound to develop further - granted these concretely existing
conditions, there was no course of action British inperialismcould
adopt which would not serve to strengthen the national I|iberation novenent.



Page Sevent een

It is interesting to conpare M. Ryan's description of the R sing
as a "suicidal gesture" with that of Karl Radek who stignatized
it as a "putsch". Hs article appeared in the Berliner Tagebl att
under the title "a dead letter". In his criticismof Radek's
thesis Lenin commented that it was an odd coi ncidence that the
"representative of the inperialist bourgeoisie" Kulisher (a Russian
"Cadet") dubbed the Rsing "the Dublin putsch”

According to Radek it was a "putsch" that could cone to
not hi ng. He wote his article for the issue of May 9th, possibly before
he had heard of any executions. H s disdainful approach to the Irish
Nati onal novenent arose fromhis belief that the "Irish problemwas an
agrarian problem and that the peasants havi ng been appeased with reforns
the national novenent was now a "purely urban, petty-bourgois novenent
whi ch notwi thstanding the sensation it caused, had not much socia
backi ng. "

As we have seen | and purchase was far from conpl ete despite the
Birrell Act, and there was required another Act (the Free State Land Act
of 1924) before the way could be cleared for conpleting the agrarian
revol ution. Second the whol e course of the Hone Rule crisis had shown how
widely the nmasses were involved in the national novenent. The inperialist
M. Ryan sees in the R sing sonething that should never have happened.
At the end of his article he expresses the view that the Irish shoul d
remenber "not without shanme" the British soldiers who were killed
whi |l e suppressing the insurrection, and he suggests that candl es shoul d
be lit in the Dublin churches to themas well. This expression of
chauvinismfits exactly his opinion that the unnatural event could
never have happened but for the subline nadness of Pearse and the
admnistrative folly of Maxwell. How many times have we heard such
analysis applied in India, Egypt or Vietnan?

To the leftist Radek on the other hand the R sing coul d not
possibly be justified because it did not coincide with his preconceived
opi nion of what was worth revol ting about.

Leni n described his opinion as "nonstrously doctrinaire and pedantic"
and his reply is worth re-reading in full.

"The term 'putsch’ in the scientific sense of the word nay

be enployed only when the attenpt at insurrection has reveal ed
not hi ng but a circle of conspirators or stupid mani acs, and

has aroused no synpathy among the masses. The centuries old
Irish national novenent, having passed through various

stages and conbi nations of class interests .... expressed itself
in street fighting conducted by a section of the urban
petty-bourgeoi sie and a section of the workers after a |ong
period of nmass agitation, denonstrations, suppression of the
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press etc. Whoever calls such a Rising a 'putsch’' is either
a hardened reactionary, or a doctrinaire hopelessly incapable
of picturing a social revolution as a living thing."

"For to imagine that social revolution is conceivabl e wthout
revolts by small nations in the colonies and in Europe,

wi t hout the revolutionary outbursts of a section of the petty
bourgeocisie with all its prejudices, wthout the nmoverment of
politically non-conscious proletarians and sem -prol etarian
masses agai nst | andl ord, church, nonarchical, national and

ot her oppression - to inmgine that neans repudiating

social revolution. Very likely one arny will line up
in one place and say "W are for socialism while another
will line up in another place and say "W are for inperialisn -

only from such a ridiculously pedantic angle could one | abel
the Irish rebellion a 'putsch'."”

"Whoever expects a 'pure' social revolution will never
live to see it. Such a person pays lip service to revolution wthout
under st andi ng what revolution really is."

Further on in the same article Lenin returns to the subject and
adds:

"If on the one hand we were to declare and to repeat in a

t housand keys that we are 'opposed' to all national oppression
and on the other hand we were to describe as a 'putsch' the
heroic revolt of the nost nobile and enlightened section of
certain classes in an oppressed nation against its oppressors,

we woul d be sinking to the same stupid level as the Kautskyites."

"The misfortune of the Irish is that they have risen prematurely,
when the European revolt of the proletariat has not yet matured.
Capitalismis not so harnoniously built that the various

springs of rebellion can of themselves nmerge at one effort,

wi t hout reverses and defeats. One the other hand, the very fact
that revolts break out at different times, in different places,
and are of different kinds, guarantees w de scope and depth

to the general nmovement; only in premature, partial, scattered
and therefore unsuccessful revolutionary novenents do the nmasses
gai n experience, get to know their real |eaders, the socialist
proletarians, and in this way prepare for a general onslaught, in
the sanme way as separate strikes, denmonstrations, |ocal and

nati onal, outbreaks in the army, outbursts anong the peasantry,
etc. prepared the way for the general onslaught in 1905."
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How then are we to look at 19167 Not surely in isolation from
the events which followed. One way of viewing its history is to regard
the entire period from1912 to 1923 as the Irish revolution, and the Honme
Rule crisis, the distortion of its devel opnent through the war, the rising
and aftermath, the national resurgence, declaration of independence,
Anglo-1Irish war, truce and civil war, as the concrete forns the struggle
took in its successive phases. Hstorically it took the forns we have
enunmerated. But the process as a whole, with all its accidents
and contradi ctory devel opnents, was a product of the openi ng stages
of the general crisis of capitalism That in the end the victory
was only partial, that the bourgeoisie recovered the initiative and
appropriated to itself sone (though not all) of the gains won by
the peopl e, and seens now prepared to retreat still further, indicates that
the struggl e has not yet ended.

Now what is the effect of the nmyth, which we referred to at the
opening of the discussion? First the pretence that 1916 was the struggle
for the existing Republic in the twenty six counties enbellishes the

present regine. It obscures partition and the facts of neo-colonialism
It fits inwell with the current affectation that "inperialismis dead"
in general and the Irish question in particular. By resting the Irish

revol ution on the accident of 'suicide' and the accident of Maxwel|'s undue
harshness, the irreconcilability of British inperialismand the Irish
peopl €' s novenent for national denocracy is conceal ed.

The last thing I would wish to suggest is that M. Ryan worked
up his theories for that deliberate purpose. That these theories
are very w despread anybody who has read.the British (or Irish) papers in the
las*! fewweeks will testify. What is being concealed is the
responsibility of British inperialismfor forcing the Irish to accept
sonething less than they fought for in 1916. And under these circunstances
the integration which is equally enforced, but under economc pressure,
can be represented as the voluntary action of a free peopl e.

| amof course not anxious to stand over ever dot and comma of what
| have just said. But | offer it to you for your discussion as a nore
credi bl e version of the history of 1916, and of 191 6's significance for
hi story, than that produced by the assistant editor of the Tines.
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