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ABSTRACT

JAMES CONNOLLY’S INTEGRATION OF SOCIALISM, NATIONALISM,
AND CHRISTIANITY IN THE CONTEXT OF IRISH HISTORY

By

Christopher Andrew Lubienski

This study of the ideas of James Connolly (1868-1916) places his integration of
his socialism to Catholicism and Irish nationalism within the framework of Irish
history, from the late 18th century to the present Connolly’s execution after the
Easter Rising posed the question as to his prioritization of these three values in
his thinking. Since his death, his nationalism has been stressed at the expense of
his socialism and Catholicism. In the first two chapters, this study examines the
roots of his ideas by reviewing secondary literature covering 1770 through 1900,
and, concurrently, Connolly’s interpretations of the period. Chapter 3 focuses on
Connolly’s attempts to synthesize socialism, Catholicism, and nationalism in his
writings. This is followed by an evaluation of the legacy of this synthesis, and an
assessment. It concludes that, unlike his ethically-based socialism and
Catholicism, his nationalism was merely a secondary concern, and is overly

emphasized.
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INTRODUCTION

It seems rather pretentious to evaluate, or even approach a complex national-
historical figure from someone else’s country. The fact that James Connolly’s
ideas are still very much involved in the intricate problems that have re-ignited in
Northern Ireland over the last quarter century only reaffirms my hesitations.
However, in studying the principles for which Connolly lived and eventually died,
I have come to the conclusion that his life and beliefs are relevant not only for
the people who live on the small group of islands off the northwest coast of
Europe, or for the people who lived there around the turn of the century.
Indeed, the principles that he espoused have important implications wherever and
whenever people live together in social situations, particularly when such
situations involve the oppression and exploitation of one group of people by
another. Therefore, Connolly’s ideas are still very applicable in many areas
around the globe today. I think that Connolly would agree.

As evidenced by Connolly’s many writings and his important actions in his
career, three main philosophical centers are discernible: nationalism, socialism,
and Christianity. Born and raised in an Irish Catholic family, Connolly took up
socialism at an early age. The rest of his life was spent explaining, combining,
defining, shaping, and acting on these three guiding concepts. The question then

arises as to what Connolly was, first and foremost: a nationalist? a socialist? or a
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Catholic? In spite of the fact that many have tried to oversimplify it, his death,
which many would call a martyrdom, does not decide the issue, but in fact
restates the question in even stronger terms.

But obviously nationalism, socialism, and Christianity did not just suddenly
manifest themselves in Ireland in the person of James Connolly. These three
forces have been present throughout much of the history of modern Ireland,
sometimes challenging, and sometimes complementing, but always co-existing with
each other in the modern era. This paper is an attempt to explore the dynamic
relationships of these three often incompatible elements in Irish history, but more

notably in Connolly’s theories, his actions, and his legacy.



CHAPTER ONE

In the last few years, the decline of Leninism and Stalinism as ruling ideologies
has attracted world-wide attention. After over 70 years of existence, the Soviet
Empire collapsed, to a large degree due to the failure of its leaders to control the
nationalistic tendencies of many of their subject peoples. A year before the start
of the Soviet social experiment, James Connolly died in the aftermath of the
Easter Uprising in Ireland, an event that many believed to be nationalistic in its
essence. However, one of the more famous observers in the socialist community
at the time, V.L Lenin, was one of the few to refuse to interpret the Easter
Rising in nationalistic terms alone:.l In Shornik Sotsial-Demokrataof October,
1916, Lenin wrote:2

The centuries old Irish national movement, having passed through various stages
and combinations of class interests...expressed itself in street fighting conducted
by a section of the urban petty bourgeoisie and a section of the workers after a
long period of mass agitation, demonstrations, suppression of the press etc....For
to imagine that social revolution is conceivable without revolts by small nations in
the colonies and in Europe, without the revolutionary outbursts of a section of

the petty bourgeoisie with all its prejudices,without a movement of politically non-
conscious proletarian and semi-proletarian masses against landlord, church,

1 According to Mike Milotte, Connolly and Lenin probably did not know of
each other.
Mike Milotte, Communism In Modern Ireland, (Dublin, 1984) 20.

2 Reproduced in Owen Dudley Edwards and Fergus Pyle, editors, 1916, The
Easter Rising, (London, 1968) 192-3; (Lenin’s italics). Also published in Berner
Tagwacht, 5-9-1916, and quoted in P. Berresford Ellis, editor, James Connolly:
Selected Writings,(London, 1973) 36.
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monarchial, national and other oppression—to imagine that means repudiating
social revolution....Whoever expects a "pure” social revolution will never live to see
it Such a person pays lip service to revolution without understanding what
revolution really is.
Connolly had reached the basic conclusion that guided Lenin and Trotsky, Mao.
Zedong, Ho Chi Minh, and other socialists who led revolutions on a national
basis: that Marx’s theories could be used as a guiding and driving force in
revolutionary movements that developed within a national context, without being
treated as infallible doctrine. Other more recent radical thinkers, particularly in
Latin America, have synthesized the political ideology of class conflict with the
duty to seek social justice which many see mandated in the Christian Gospels—
focussing less on the national factor. The success or failure of these various
revolutionaries in this century is debatable, depending on one’s political
perspective. But as for Connolly, a revolutionary figure who died without seeing
his program in place, this much is evident: three-quarters of a century later—even
as this paper is being written—significant parts of his country are still plagued by
competing visions of nationalism, class antagonisms, and chronic sectarian
violence. Most of his ideas cannot be evaluated from concrete manifestations,
unlike those of the other figures mentioned, because Connolly’s theories never
reached that stage of actuality within the context for which they were developed.
If this failure protects Connolly from the harsh evaluations levelled against many
of the other figures, it also allows for the re-evaluation of Connolly’s ideas
without many of the complexities and prejudices that come with an historical

analysis of actual manifestations of socio-political and religious ideologies.
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Although his ideas have been largely overlooked outside of Ireland, James
Connolly was one of the most original and creative socialists in Europe or
America at the turn of the century, and arguably one of the greatest socialist
thinkers to come from the British Isles. As one of the few significant socialist
theoreticians who could truly claim membership in the working classes of Europe,
Connolly used his experiences and his perspective as inspiration for his theories
and actions. Born in 1868 in Edinburgh, Connolly led a remarkable life of
hardship, poverty, profound thinking, and prolific writing until his execution in
front of a British firing squad in 1916. At their last meeting, at his prison bed
just before his execution, his wife mourned the end of what she described as his
"beautiful life."3 The principles that guided his life were rooted in his Irish-
Catholic, working-class existence, and enabled him to make great strides in the
integration of Marxism, nationalism, and Christianity. His determination to live
out his principles resulted in his participation in the apparently nationalistic
Uprising of 19i6, an action that puzzied many in the international socialist
community.

Far from a doctrinaire Marxist, Connolly used Marxism as a guide to help
shape his vision of a truly free Ireland. In constructing a socialist philosophy to
fit the unique situation in Ireland at the time, he had to harness the forces of
nationalism to achieve the just ends that he saw exclusively in socialism, and he
had to prove that socialism and Christianity were not only compatible, but

mutually related in terms of tactics and objectives. But to Connolly, these

3 Nora Connolly O’Brien, James Connolly: Portraitof a Rebel Father,(Dublin,
1935, 1975) 321.



concepts were all inter-related.

To understand the significance of James Connolly’s life and particularly his
theories, one has to place Connolly within the broader trends of Irish history.
Connolly’s work and achievements focussed on three essential elements within
Ireland in the last two centuries: nationalism, class struggle, and Christianity.
Although these elements are hardly unique to Connolly’s thinking, his attempts to
unite these often contradictory elements make the analysis of the history of these
elements, up to the time of Connolly’s career, essential in understanding
Connolly. Although there are many works that deal with the impact of religion
and the phenomenon of sectarianism during this period, relevant material that
deals with the relationship of religion with nationalism and socialism is not as
available at the present time. Specific works on Irish socialism before Connolly
are rare, as were Irish socialists before Connolly. But because the secondary
literature on Irish history during this period is the most abundant on Irish
nationalism, the following analysis generally examines the development of these
three traditions by looking at the course of Irish nationalism, and to some extent,
its relationship to socialism and religion. The fact that this sketch of Irish
socialism, religion, and nationalism parallels the development of Irish nationalism
should not be seen as an attempt to portray Connolly primarily as a nationalist,
but only reflects the inordinate amount of historical material that deals with Irish
nationalism, as opposed to the other two topics, and suggests the degree to which
Irish nationalism lends itself to the study of these other two topics, since they are
both often intertwined with nationalism.

Therefore, what follows over these first two chapters is a brief evaluation of
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these three topics from the late 18th century to the time of Connolly’s career, so
that Connolly’s profound influence on the three elements, individually and
collectively, can be demonstrated. However, it should be noted that the following
analytical overview of significant episodes of Irish nationalism-as a separate
entity as well as its relationship to socialism and religion—is based on secondary
sources. Subsequently, the nature of this overview offers the opportunity to study
Connolly’s analysis of these episodes as well, at least insofar as his commentary

on these manifestations overlaps with this one.4

By doing this, we can examine
how Connolly viewed the history of Irish nationalism as it related to his own
ideas. His views on these movements and their leaders are relevant to this part
of this study because it reveals much about his thinking and where he placed
himself within the broad range of Irish nationalist traditions. This analysis is
divided into two chapters only for the sake of convenience. It examines Irish
nationalism as it evolved up to Connolly’s time, and is followed by a brief
summary of his life and career in order to put his life in the context of his times.
Significantly, Connolly himself looked to the era of the Volunteers and the
Rebellion of 1798 for the precedents of much of his type of nationalism (in terms
of non-sectarianism, elements of class struggle, and extra-parliamentary methods).

Hence, it makes sense for this discussion to begin at this point also.

4 Connolly commented on many of these nationalist movements in Labour In
Irish History,(Dublin, 1910).




In examining the important manifestations of Irish nationalism in the last two

centuries, it is important to note the complex and often contradictory nature of
the various movements. Irish nationalism is and was far from a monolithic
phenomenon. Different Irish nationalist movements disagreed on tactics, the
roles of physical and moral force, social and political ideologies, the appropriate
class basis of the movements, organizational structure, the role of parliamentary
methods, and the place of religion in the movements, which then had implications
for the place of sectarianism, or non-sectarianism, in Irish nationalism.
Furthermore, Irish nationalists often disagreed on two other important issues: the
definition of "Irishness”, and the ultimate objective regarding the appropriate
relationship between Britain and Ireland.

What actually defined the "Irish” was a subject of considerable contention
among various trends within the broad range of Irish nationalist traditions. Were
the people of Irish descent living in the urban areas of Britain and the United
States, for example, still Irish? Did one’s Irishness depend on one’s
denomination? Were landowners more Irish than the dispossessed? Were
absentee landowners Irish? Were republicans more Irish than other nationalists
who advocated the continuation of certain ties with Britain? Geography, religion,
allegiance, socio-economic class background, and other factors all had roles in
different definitions, with varying degrees of emphasis depending on the

movement that was doing the defining.
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Quite often, various Irish nationalist movements strongly differed in their views
on the proper relationship between Britain and Ireland. Did Irish nationalism in
its essence mandate complete separation from Britain? Did separation have to.
be economic and social as well as political? Was parliamentary separation, with
maintenance of the monarchical ties, sufficient? Could Irish nationalism truly
support allegiance to the British crown? Can Ireland ever truly be independent
of the influence of such a powerful neighbor? These questions divided and
defined the various Irish nationalist movements. The tension over this issue can
be seen throughout the history of Irish nationalism, and is still evident in certain
issues today. There has been a broad range of nationalist movements that have
tried different methods to cultivate anc_ll or capitalize on a sense of Irishness,
despite the lack of agreement in defining that concept. Still, it must be
remembered that Irish nationalist traditions, however nebulous, always served the
purpose of expressing the varying degrees of discontent for diverse elements of
the Irish population regarding the relationship of Ireland to Britain. (The most
significant exception to this generalization, the nationalism of Protestant Ulster
since the early 19th century, which has generally sought to achieve or maintain
closer ties to Britain, is discussed in greater detail below.)

Therefore, to place Connolly within the context of Irish nationalism, we have to
examine significant manifestations of Irish nationalism with regards to four
defining factors: tactics, organization, religion (in terms of both denominational
make-up and the views on or use of sectarianism), and socio-economic aspects
(the class backgrounds and social philosophy of the nationalists). What follows is

by no means meant to be a history of Irish nationalism since the Volunteers.
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Instead, some significant manifestations of Irish nationalism are individually
examined in chronological order so that continuities, trends, and phases can be
discerned. By analyzing the complex phenomenon of Irish nationalism in regards
to these four considerations, James Connolly’s position within the broad range of
Irish nationalism can be established.

However, it should be noted that in examining these manifestations, this survey
will concentrate mostly on lower-level, popular movements, as Connolly did in his
own political activities, and as Connolly himself represented. Therefore, although
Henry Grattan’s Parliament was important for the nationalist tradition, it is the
popular wing of the movement, the Volunteers, which receives the attention here.
Likewise, while Charles Stewart Parnell is important for the parliamentary
characteristic of Irish nationalism, it is the Land League, commonly associated
with Parnell but actually inspired and directed by Michael Davitt, that is focussed
upon here. Finally, Daniel O’Connell is examined here, despite his parliamentary
career, because he was intimately connected with both the Catholic Association
and the Repeal Association, both of which enjoyed widespread support. The
parliamentary level of Irish nationalism is being neglected here simply because
Connolly’s brand of nationalism was basically divorced from this level Thus,
extended discussions of parliamentary figures and politics would be irrelevant.
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The Era Of The Volunteers

The Volunteers first formed during the time of the American Revolution, with .
the purpose of aiding in the defense of Ireland against any possible attempt at an
invasion by the French. However, their significance does not rest in their military
accomplishments, of which there were none. The Volunteers were basically a
network of middle-class Protestant social groups, usually led by a local aristocrat.
Indeed, the Volunteers were more of a threat to the British because they were
outside of the boundaries of government controL. The Volunteers represented
the genesis of a significant tradition among the middle and upper classes of
Ireland: the willingness to establish and employ extra-parliamentary channels for
change, without necessarily attempting to make essential changes within the
structure of the governing system itself. The inability to achieve and maintain
any effective form of control over the Volunteers was a constant point of concern
for Dublin Castle and the British government, despite the avowed loyalty of the
Volunteers to the British Crown.)
In addition to the lack of government control over these groups, the suspicions
of the Castle can be explained, in part, by the fact that the Volunteers were
heavily influenced by the Whiggish, liberal ideas espoused by the "Patriot”
opposition in the Irish Parliament, led by Henry Grattan. The Patriots can be
seen as part of a wider movement in Europe and America at the time. Groups

in places such as France, the Netherlands, and the rebellious American colonies

3 Maurice O’Connell, Irish Politics And Social Conflict In The Age Of The
American Revolution, (Philadelphia, 1965) 85-7.
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held in common the ideals of the de-centralization of government power, liberal
economics, and new ways of expressing affection for their respective countries. In
Ireland their development is indicative of the evolution of a distinctly Irish "sense
of national identity and independence” on the part of elements of the Protestant
Ascendancy and Ulster Presbyterians.6 The Patriots were led by the more liberal
elements of the wealthy landowning classes, but enjoyed the strong support of
radical elements within the middle classes, which hoped to benefit from reform of
Parliament and the reduction of trade barriers implemented by the British
mercantilist system. This support manifested itself in the form of the Volunteer
groups.

The Volunteers expressed their support for the Patriots through extra-
parliamentary pressure exerted through organized conventions, petitions to the
government, demonstrations, and organized military exercises. Large bodies of
uniformed men (often armed) drilled and paraded at key times and places,
thereby contribﬁting to the government’s fear. They were organized in the rural
areas as militia groups, with the local landowner usually acting as the organizer
and leader of the corps, as well as the economic and social leader in the area.7
In urban areas they were often organized by profession. The upper-level
positions of leadership were held by the upper ranks of the nobility, whose
members often held seats in the Irish parliament. The rank and file were largely

from the Protestant middle classes. In rural areas the groups were predominantly

6 mid, 20.
7 1bid,, 94.
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comprised of respectable small farmers. In general, they were strongly
predisposed to the defense of property and order.3 Thus, the Volunteers were
primarily middle-class in their composition as well as their outlook

James Connolly’s judgement of the Volunteers was mixed. In Labour In Irish
History(1910), Connolly portrayed the Volunteers as victims of the weak Irish
capitalist class, which was crippled by the English mercantilist system, but which
also needed government support to survive. Connolly claimed that, if not for the
unwillingness of the capitalist class to support the Volunteers in any issues beyond
economic reform, political and social reform "would have been won under the
guns of the Volunteers without a drop of blood being shed'.9 At a later date,
however, Connolly saw the Volunteers in a different light: aslo
active members of the yeomanry who afterwards achieved notoriety for their
crimes against Ireland, just as considerable sections of the volunteers of our day
have become soldiers of the English army--active agents of the military army of
the oppressors of their country.
In order to shed some light on Connolly’s conflicting assessments, it should be
noted that Connolly was erroneous in his characterization of the class background
of the Volunteers. Connolly portrayed significant elements of the Volunteers as

coming from "the people” and the "working class~.11 But, although there were

representatives from lower classes in the Volunteers, Maurice O’Connell states

8 1bid, 88-90

9 LI, ss.

10 wg, 1-8-1916.
11 118, 56, 62
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that it is "abundantly clear that they were not made up of the lower classes."12
The Volunteers were essentially middle-class in membership, and upper-class in
leadership. Hence, the Volunteers were not "betrayed” by the middle classes;
they primarily were of the middle classes. Connolly’s over-emphasis (a tendency
not unique to this issue) of lower-class representation was done in an apparent
attempt to show continuity in the area of popular support from the earlier
Volunteer movement to Connolly’s own brand of nationalism.

In addition to the establishment of the extra-parliamentary traditions within the
Irish political arena, the Volunteers are significant in the trend towards non-
sectarianism in Ireland. In fact, the Volunteers were almost exclusively
Protestant However, the purpose of the movement was not to promote
sectarianism, but to promote Ireland’s interests, particularly in the economic and
political arenas. This did not mean that the Volunteers were without religious
prejudices. Although some Catholics were admitted in small numbers to some
Volunteer units, most of the Volunteer corps were very uncomfortable with the

idea of repealing the Penal Laws that kept arms from Catholics. 13

But many
religious prejudices were simply remnants of the traditional discrimination which
was practiced since the conquests and dispossessions of the 17th century. Some
fears concerning supposed Catholic attempts to reappropriate the land still
lingered, but there had not been any significant sectarian outbreaks for some time

during the later part of the Penal Era.

12 M. 0’Connell, 1965, 89.
13 1vid, 77, 79-80.
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It was in this environment that the Volunteers arose. Their almost exclusively
Protestant character was partly due to religious discrimination on the part of
some Volunteer units, but it was more a product of the social and economic basis
of the Volunteer participants. Protestants were much more likely to have a sense
of political consciousness, tending towards the patriotic attitudes described earlier.
In the Presbyterian communities of Ulster, for example, affinity was felt for the
cause of the American radicals, not only because of the many familial ties that
existed between Ulster and the North American settlements, but also because of
a mutual identification with oppression and economic disabilities under a strong
English government.

Protestants possessed the essential combination of political rights and economic
power, which were manifested in the goals of the Volunteers. Middle-class
people in other areas of Ireland, particularly merchants in the port cities, felt
disadvantaged in relation to the English because of the many restrictions placed
on Irish imports and exports. Finally, many members of the emerging middle
classes felt at least partially excluded from political power. Not only were the
middle and lower classes vastly under-represented in the decision making process,
but proto-nationalist sentiments that were expressed by the Volunteers were
largely in response to the apparent English control that was exercised over what

was supposed to be the Irish Parliament. 14

Therefore, the Volunteers, acting as
the expressions of these political and economic grievances, were significant in that

greater religious discrimination was not among their objectives. Sectarianism was

14 14, 22,
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largely ignored and somewhat obsolete at the time.

However, the trend towards non-sectarianism that the Volunteers represented
was largely a failure. The Volunteer-Patriot movement had won victories on the
"Free Trade" issue in 1779 and 1780 (not so much free trade in the laissez faire
sense as equalization of trading rights with the rest of Great Britain), and by 1782
had succeeded in obtaining legislative independence from Britain. But further
constitutional reform, particularly on the issue of representation (since British
influence in the Irish Parliament was maintained through Dublin Castle’s
patronage of borough-owning aristocrats) brought about a proposal, strongly
supported by the Northern Dissenters, and particularly the Belfast Volunteers, to
enlist the aid of politically conscious Catholics against the mobilizing

conservative-aristocratic forces. 15

The potential for such unprecedented Catholic
influence, particularly in a land issue, divided the Volunteers. Fears of a Catholic
land restoration re-emerged, and the need to keep Catholics from political power,
as well as from arms, was recognized. In the Irish Parliament, this division was
evident among the opposition forces in the growing tension between Henry
Grattan, himself a convert from an anti-Catholic position, and Henry Flood, who
was taking a stand on the sectarian issue to support his return to the leadership
of the Patriots. The split essentially undercut the Patriot-Volunteer forces in the
face of growing British determination to limit concessions to the Irish.

Sectarianism was also a factor in the policies of the British government, at least

in terms of the impact of those policies. The Catholic Relief Act of 1778 was an

15 Priscilla Metscher, Republicanism and Socialism in Ireland, (Frankfurt am
Main, 1986) 48.
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attempt to enlist the support of Catholics for the government in order to counter-
balance the support which the Ulster Presbyterian community was voicing for the
American revolutionaries. A similar Act in 1782 further undercut the overtures
that the radicals were making to the Catholics. Significantly, these government
actions were seen by many Protestants as typical of the British government’s
neglect for Protestant concerns, a feeling that was voiced frequently over the
following two decades. The government’s limited reform of the landholding
system, the Tenantry Act of 1780, further undercut and marginalized the Patriot
and Volunteer forces in the struggle for political power that was developing
between the middle and upper classes. 16

The Volunteer split, Grattan’s failure to control the religious issue in
Parliament, and growing Protestant resentment of Catholics set the stage for the
quick decline of the Volunteers. Their demise was quickly followed by the rise of
sectarianism, starting in Ulster, which had been one of the areas of the most
vigorous Volunteer activity. Although the early 1780s had seen the most "rapid
growth of peaceable relations and diminution of ancient rivalries” between the
three main denominations in Ireland, by the middle of the decade sectarianism
was rising in Ulster. 17 Economic competition in different levels of the linen
industry, partially a result of the relaxed legal discrimination against Catholics, led

to the creation of Protestant intimidation gangs such as the Peep O’Day Boys,

16 M. 0’Connell, 1965, 294.
17 vid., 358.
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and their Catholic counterparts, the Defenders.18 Thus, the combination of
Protestant resentment—due in a large part to what appeared to many to be recent
government favoritism of Catholics—and the threat of economic competition from
a newly emerging and potentially overwhelming Catholic community, which was
most apparent in areas where Protestant weavers were directly affected by a
Catholic influx into their profession, resulted in the end of the period of relaxed
tensions and brought about the sectarian divisions that can be traced to the
present day. This sectarianism found its expression in the formation of the
Orange Lodges, in the articulated fear of a Catholic attempt to reverse the 17th
century confiscations, and in atrocities committed by both Protestants and
Catholics. Although only certain elements of the Protestant and Catholic
communities were involved in the movements at this time, the divisions and
grievances which were formulated then remained basically constant for the next
200 years. Republican tradition still accurately blames the British administration
for the sectarianization of Ulster. The Peep O’Day Boys were "Anglican-led and
English-inspired”, while Orangeism was started simply as an attempt "to drive a
wedge between Catholics and Presbyterians who had occasionally managed to
make common cause” in opposition to agricultural changes and the restrictive

Penal Laws.1?

18 Marianne Elliott, Partnersin Revolution, (New Haven, 1982) 19.
19 Kevin Kelley, The Longest War, (Dingle, 1982) 10.
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The United Irishmen

James Connolly continually referred to the United Irishmen as his political-
ideological predecessors. In Connolly’s view, the United Irishmen were the first
to mix separatist political attitudes towards Britain with a class-based philosophy.
(The validity of this interpretation is discussed below.) In Labour In Irish History
and other writings, Connolly constantly evoked images of proto-socialists fighting
to save Ireland from England as well as from the pro-British ruling class of
Ireland, before they eventually fell victim to the indecision of their own leaders

and the French commamdersi20

Regardless of the accuracy or inaccuracy of
Connolly’s characterizations, the United Irishmen are important not only because
of Connolly’s self-proclaimed embodiment of their ideals, but also because they
do represent a major phase in the development of Irish nationalism.

To a great extent, the United Irishmen grew out of the more radical remnants
of the Volunteérs, particularly in the Presbyterian community in Ulster where
latitudinarian and unorthodox views were still accepted on a wide range of
subjects. In addition to espousing the ideals associated with the progressive
elements of the Volunteers, such as constitutional separation from Britain, free
trade, and non-sectarianism, the early United Irishmen were also closely
associated with parliamentary/franchise reform. They hoped that a more

representative government system would make the Irish government more

responsive to the needs of distinctly Irish interests, rather than those of influential

20 LIH, especially chapter 8; also WR 12-25-1915.
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British and Irish aristocrats. At first their groups were simply social/political
clubs that saw themselves as somewhat associated with a more widespread
European reform movement. But with the growing repression that came with the
French Revolution, and as their ideas became less acceptable, they were often
looked upon as traitors, and were eventually driven underground.

As a consequence of the war-time repression, the United Irishmen became a
more radical group. Similarly, Irish society became more polarized; loyalism and
republicanism both flourished in the time following the 1793-5 repression. With
the influence of Theobald Wolfe Tone, a founding member of the United
Irishmen who had originally been a Whig reformer, the United Irishmen
underwent a transformation from reformism to republicanism by 1796. Also,
radical members of the artisan class were independently starting their own
republican "United Irish" groups which demanded complete separation from
Britain, and a government modeled on that of the French Republic.

Henry Grattan, one of the leaders of the opposition in the Irish Parliament,
condemned the government of Ireland for fostering sectarianism through support

21 Even

for Orangeism, and manipulating Catholic hopes for total emancipation.
as the government was acting on further concessions to Catholics, and thereby
antagonizing much of the Protestant population without necessarily gaining the
loyalty of the Catholics, the United Irishmen reaffirmed their commitment to

religious toleration and refused to capitalize on this pool of potential support.22

21 M. Elliott, 1982, 107,
22 1bid., 38-9,
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Confronted by the Catholic Emancipation Crisis and consequent sectarian strife
of 1792-5, the parliamentary opposition decided to support the anti-Catholic
sentiments in the Protestant community, and thus split from their traditional areas
of support, which at that time were typified by the United Irishmen. Thus the
United Irishmen were further isolated from mainstream political and social
arenas, and suppressed by the government. Meanwhile, the government paid lip
service to the ideas of religious toleration, but concurrently cultivated
sectarianism and promoted sectarian violence in the form of the Protestant-
dominated civil militia. One British commander openly admitted his intention "to
increase the animosity between the Orangemen and the United Irishmen."23

As the sectarian violence continued and even intensified in Ulster, the Catholic
Defenders organization grew in strength. The Defenders were a reaction to
Protestant attacks, but they also showed contempt for the Catholic hierarchy, and
had sought ties with the revolutionary government of France before the start of
their association with the United Irishmen. The United Irishmen’s commitment
to non-sectarianism stemmed from (and was primarily limited to) the radical
elements of the Protestant middle class, and was detested by much of the rest of
the Protestant community. However, by the middle of the 1790s the Defenders,
without any real structure or leadership, and the United Irishmen, without any
real base of broad popular support, found it advantageous to merge their two
organizations. Catholics again had seen their reformist ambitions frustrated in

1795, concurrently with the start of the Peep O’Day Boys attacks on Catholics

23 K Kelley, 1982, 10.
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(which, to the Catholics, appeared to be sanctioned by the government), and
explicitly joined forces with the United Irish radicals. This merger gave the
United Irish cause, which had been primarily a political movement, a diStinctly .-
social dimension. The merger also essentially destroyed the effect of the century-
old Penal Law system, which had effectively kept the majority of the Catholic
population de-politicized and leaderless. Significantly, the result was that much
of the Catholic lower class was politicized for the first time by radical republican
members of the Ulster Presbyterian community, while much of the upper-class
Catholic population, particularly the Catholic hierarchy, began to realize a share
of the ruling institutions, and thus opposed calls for change. The United
Irishmen essentially became a Protestant-led organization with a largely lower-
class Catholic following.

When their views became more radical, and their organization became less
acceptable in upper-class circles, the United Irishmen began to look to France for
more than inspiration. Contacts were made with the French in order to facilitate
invasion plans, and arrangements were made in Ireland in order to organize and
attack the British during such an invasion. During these preparations, the
leadership of the now enlarged United Irishmen tried to set contingencies that
would keep a successful invasion/rebellion from simply replacing the British-
dominated government with French tyranny in Ireland. The main attraction
towards the French for the United Irishmen was not co-religious affinity or
cultural ties, but a strategically convenient partnership against Britain that was
strengthened by republican attitudes. This partnership blossomed with the French

decision to invade Ireland as part of their general strategy in their war against
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England.

Because of logistical and communication problems, the French expedition to
Bantry Bay in late 1796 failed, as did later, less significant attempts by the French
to attack the British in Ireland. This initial invasion attempt was extremely
uncoordinated between the French and the local United Irish leadership, since
most of the important leaders had already left Ireland for France and other
places. This problem reveals the general lack of current information to which the
exiled United Irish leadership had access, demonstrating that they were quite out
of touch with the on-the-spot situation in Ireland. The lack of information
available to the United Irish leaders in France became even worse with the
growing repression that followed the invasion attempt, as martial law was
declared in March of 1798. The situation reached a peak in the crisis atmosphere
of May, culminating in the famous *98 Rising Not only did the remaining United
Irish leadership fail to time the uprising to coincide with a French invasion, they
also failed to take advantage of the strong United Irish influence in Britain:
including contacts with United groups in England and Scotland, sympathizers in
the radical London Corresponding Society and the Society for Constitutional
Information, and particularly the strong elements of the United Irish membership
in the British Navy, which played an integral part in paralyzing British military

24 Byt the rising itself was generally a

power at the Spithead and Nore mutinies.
sporadic, regional, and basically uncoordinated reaction to increasing government

sponsored Orange terror that accelerated again in early 1797. The United Irish

24 M. Elliott, 1982, 121-50.
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leadership did not fail to control and direct the rebellion as much as they were
incapable of exercising any type of command over the largely spontaneous
outburst. Thus, it was essentially not a United Irish rising. Although plans and.
provisions had been made, the repression and consequent secrecy of the
leadership, combined with the cultural gulf between the leadership and most of
the membership made the United Irish leaders impotent at the crucial moment.
Finally, the United Irishmen were crippled by rampant individualism and even
egomania among both the exiled and local segments of leadership.

With the frequent failures and frustrations of the United Irishmen’s ambitions,
the group became more and more marginalized and increasingly obscure. The
divisions in Irish society, although basically social and political, seemed primarily
denominational to many during the conflict, and, in fact, helped the strife to
degenerate into a sectarianized struggle over property ending with the desertion
of the remaining propertied elements from the United Irishmen during "the great
Orange fear of 1798."25 When the French finally invaded Ireland again, in
August 1798 to aid the rebellion that had already collapsed, they did not find an
Irish people struggling against an English-dominated aristocracy as they had
expected, but Catholic fighting Protestant. This sectarianization aided the
government forces by successfully undercutting the last relic of the old United
Irish structure: the exiled Protestant middle-class leaders. By the time of Robert
Emmet’s "Rebellion” in 1803, the United Irishmen were obviously a defeated

organization, barely a shadow of their formerly formidable presence. Although

25 1bid., 197.
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the United Irishmen existed in name until the second decade of the 19th century,
their remnants were essentially scattered throughout the English-speaking world,
and also absorbed into the French military.

In evaluating the United Irishmen, care must be taken to avoid generalizations
that may not necessarily be fitting for the entire span of the existence of the
United Irishmen. The ideas espoused by the United Irishmen evolved over time,
as did the nature of the organization’s composition. Although it is not entirely
desirable to cram the United Irishmen into various stereotyped categories, it is
essential that some generalizations are made about this substantial manifestation
of that experience for the present purposes of finding James Connolly’s
relationship to the continuities and trends of Irish nationalist experiences. For
this study, the focus should be on the movement in the middle to late 1790s,
when the United Irish activity and strength were both climaxing in response to
growing government repression and Orange intimidation. Even as the leadership
became more and more radical, the membership of the movement reflected a
wide and growing base of popular support. Therefore, it is in this significant
period of the United Irish development, if in any, that we should look to for
generalizations about the movement.

At this stage in the United Irish evolution, the movement was organized
around the guiding principle of secrecy. Local cells, both urban and rural, were
formed around local issues, but were theoretically part of a movement that
encompassed all of Ireland, as well as other parts of the British Isles. The causes
that brought the adherents together on a local level would often include mutual

defense against government oppression and Orange attacks, proto-national and
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anti-English sentiments, basic cultural prejudices, and, of course, simple anti-
Protestant bigotry. Recruitment usually involved secret oaths, often taken when
civil strife came to the area, and administered by local members to their
associates. At the upper levels, the United Irish organization was led by radical
middle-class professionals, usually urban in background, and included a large
proportion of representatives from the traditionally Presbyterian Ulster-Scotch
community. Because of arrests, persecution, and exiles, there was a relatively
disastrous turnover of United leaders in Ireland. The secrecy that became more
and more essential as the 1790s progressed also became quite a hinderance to
efficient administration of the organization. Efforts to limit knowledge of the
identity of the leaders, combined with the high turnover, meant confusion in
policy, information, and the chain of command.

During the period in question, United Irish tactics varied. At first, before
wide-scale repression was achieved, the United Irishmen tried to present their
radical case for‘ political reform at every available opportunity: in pamphlets,
through the press, and at meetings, despite mounting public (middle and ruling-
class) disapproval of their positions. As the official and unofficial repression
increased, and the United Irish ideas became more radical, their tactics reflected
their move to the underground: cells were created throughout the British Isles
and in the British military, arms were gathered and stashed, contacts were made
with other radicals, and overtures were made to the French in conjunction with
specific plans for an uprising in Ireland.

In view of the rising tide of sectarianism in the 1790s, the United Irishmen

stand out as one of the few significant forces to substantially ignore religious
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denominations when formulating the movement’s definition of "Irishness". For
the United Irishmen, a common opposition to the nature of Britain’s role in Irish
affairs was far more important than denominational preference. The movement
was remarkable in that it was able to maintain this stand even as much of the
traditional base of support for recent Irish radicalism at the time, the Ulster
Presbyterian community, sank into the rampant sectarian conflict that was re-
emerging. The charge could be made that, in incorporating the Catholic
Defenders into the United Irish organization, those combined groups then had a
share in the spiralling sectarianism. Although there is probably some validity to
such a claim, Defenderism was primarily a reactive phenomenon which
represented a Catholic response to the attacks of such lower-class Protestant
intimidation groups as the Peep O’Day Boys in the weaving districts of Ulster.
Atrocities in the sectarian violence did occur from both sides, but once the
United Irishmen merged with the Defenders, they tried to propagate the idea that
sectarian violence among the Irish was only an unfortunate and avoidable
consequence that resulted from the divide and rule tactics employed by British
policy makers. Any conflict that the United Irishmen joined in that had sectarian
overtones to it merely reflected the fact that much of the Irish population had
been divided over the issue of loyalty to Britain along denominational lines; and
these lines were quite reflective of class divisions in many areas. But for the
United Irishmen, such conflicts were primarily political and national, rather than
religious or (as will be argued) social or class-oriented in nature.

As noted earlier, James Connolly looked to the United Irishmen as the

originators of radical republicanism based on class struggle in Ireland. He
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reached this conclusion, in part, because he was somewhat of a romantic who
recognized the power of imagery related to the United Irishmen in a tradition-
steeped country such as Ireland; but also because of two statements made by the
popular nationalist hero, Theobald Wolfe Tone. The first was Tone’s manifesto
of June 1791, when the United Irishmen were still a part of the accepted political
process in Ireland, and had yet to become a radical republican organization, but
were instead focussed on political reform. Connolly reproduced the manifesto in
Labour In Irish History, and said of it:26
It would be hard to find in modern socialist literature anything more broadly
International in its scope and aims, more definitely of a class character in its
methods, or more avowedly democratic in its nature than this manifesto, yet
although it reveals the inspiration and methods of a revolutionist...(t)he Irish
Socialist alone is in line with the thought of this revolutionary apostle of the
United Irishmen.
The manifesto was simply the vision of Tone, one of the most radical founders of
the United Irishmen, regarding what shape the organization should take. It was
international in character, as were many of the views of the early Volunteers, the
Patriots, and the liberals in Ireland, as well as others in Europe at the time. The
document gave no specific program for the complete democratization of Ireland,
but Benthamistic phrases could easily be interpreted by a reader, such as
Connolly, as a call for radical democracy. Tone’s only reference to social classes
is a smattering of anti-aristocratic rhetoric. But besides being far from unusual at
the time for a middle-class activist, this prejudice is evident only in his proposed
methods for political action, and does not reflect a vision of a future radically

egalitarian society. Furthermore, Connolly basically ignored Tone’s affirmation of

26 1 1H, 83-4; the manifesto is reproduced on pp. §2-3.
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middle-class individualism, which would have been difficult for him to reconcile
with his interpretation.2’

The second was a now-famous quote from Tone, that Connolly referred to
repeatt:d]y:28
Our freedom must be had at all hazards. If the men of property will not help us
they must fall; we will free ourselves by the aid of that large and respectable class
of the community—the men of no property.
In referring to this quote, Connolly was trying to portray the United Irishmen (in
general) as a republican organization that, when frustrated by the reactionary

middle class, saw the light of hope in the cause of the laboring classes and,

27 But the manifesto is significant for Connolly in that it parallels his tactical
program with Tone’s, revealing a strong degree of continuity from Tone’s tactical
(but not necessarily philosophical) ideas to Connolly. (But it must be
remembered that Tone was not always representative of the rest of United Irish
opinion.) It should be pointed out here that the three main points of Tone’s
program for the United Irishmen, outlined in the manifesto, were indeed "in line”
with Connolly’s tactics. First, Tone emphasized "publication, in order to
propagate their principles and effectuate their ends." This was also probably the
key activity in Connolly’s career, as he was a prolific writer and publisher of
social and political thought. Secondly, Tone called for "communications with the
different towns” in order to apply political, and if necessary, extra-parliamentary
pressure to achieve their stated reforms. Again, Connolly’s tactics followed the
same pattern (as is demonstrated below), by his focus on urban issues, and in his
revolutionary and socialist organizing efforts to embrace like-minded elements in
urban areas throughout Ireland. Finally, Tone wanted "communications with
similar societies abroad—as the Jacobin Club of Paris, the Revolutionary Society
in England, the Committee for reform in Scotland. Ler the nations go abreast.
Let the interchange of sentiments among mankind concerning the Rights of man
be as immediate as possible.”(Tone’s italics) A few lines earlier, Tone had
proclaimed that the great goal of the new Society was to be the "Rights of Man in
Ireland." He wanted a "free nation" that would "stand in insulated independence”.
This mix of nationalism and internationalism was not unique to Tone at the time.
However, in Connolly’s day, socialism was seen as contradictory to nationalism.
Connolly clearly stated his position in blending the two ideas, (see Chapter 3) in
effect agreeing with Tone again.

28 Quoted from LIH, 69.
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therefore, sought to achieve the just ends of national liberation through the
virtuous section of society: the poor and oppressed. Although this arrangement
fits in nicely with Connolly’s perceptions of early 20th century Ireland, it does not
fit into the real situation of late 18th century Ireland, upon which he tried to
impose this imagery. In fact, the policy-making elements within the United
Irishmen supported property rights, as when provisions were made to guarantee
private property in the event of a French invasion.29 The leadership of the
United Irishmen came predominantly from propertied classes, and a radical
transformation of the existing social order was not one of their goals.

Connolly’s use of the quote reveals a desperate attempt to grasp a minor
statement and turn it into a guiding policy of the United Irishmen. Indeed, the
United Irish leadership was willing to embrace the lower classes in an attempt to
gain support for their primary goal: a radical transfiguration in the nature of the
relationship between Britain and Ireland. However, Connolly misinterpreted the
tactics of the United Irishmen and Wolfe Tone, specifically their use of some
elements of social tensions based on class antagonisms, to promote a vision for a
new Irish society. The United Irishmen lacked "any major social programme”
and, in fact, repeatedly displayed a fear of the masses of the Irish people, leading
Marianne Elliott to call this "one of the principal contradictions in United Irish
thinking.“3° This fear of the unpropertied majority drove the Protestant United

Irish leadership to seek French aid even when, according to Elliott, Ireland was

29 M. Elliott, 1982, 177-8.
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capable of freeing itself from foreign controt.31 Any meaningful calls to actually
change the essence of the social structure came from lower echelons of the
organization, and were basically ignored. Even if these quotes from Tone are .
indicative of an underlying proto-socialistic tendency, which is doubtful, it must be
remembered that Tone—although of symbolic importance to later Irish
revolutionaries, and of philosophical and spiritual importance to many Irishmen in
the early 1790s—became a more peripheral figure as the decade progressed. He
was always seen as one of the most radical figures within the United Irishmen,
but whatever real influence he possessed waned with his exile to France.

Thus, even though the United Irishmen did not fit into Connolly’s imagery of
socialist revolutionaries, they are still significant in terms of shaping many of the
patterns of Irish nationalism, some of which were to be continued by Connolly.
Their use of propaganda and political literature to educate and influence the Irish
population was apparent in Connolly’s work. The militaristic structures and
covert measures utilized by the United Irishmen reappeared later in Connolly’s
activities. Like the United Irishmen, Connolly looked at Ireland’s problems and
came to the conclusion that separation from Britain, in one form or another, was
the necessary remedy. (Although in Connolly’s view, distinct Irish nationhood
could only be one part of the overall solution because, as will be demonstrated,
he believed that political revolution without social revolution was generally
useless.) And both Connolly and the United Irishmen saw the potential strength

of the lower classes of society as being the key to achieving this end. But the

31 1bia, 4.
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most significant and lasting impact of the United Irishmen was their non-
sectarianism. The United Irishmen insisted on preserving their vision of a non-
sectarian struggle at a time when institutions were creating religious strife in
order to keep control, and thereby creating a lasting notion that loyalism
translated into Orangeism and was associated with property; while conversely,
Irish Catholicism became equated with poverty, rebellion, and disloyalty.
Connolly also felt that he had to cultivate religious toleration in the face of
growing labor unrest that was taking on a sectarian nature. Connolly saw
parallels between the United Irishmen and himself, since he believed that pro-
British capitalists in Ulster were primarily responsible for the sectarian violence

because of their need to divide and rule the working class.

Irish Nationalist Sentiments At The Time Of The Act Of Union

In addition to the United Irishmen, there were other manifestations of various
forms of Irish nationalism during the period of warfare between Britain and
revolutionary France. The Act of Union (1801) offers a window into the views of
the politically active classes that saw the United Irishmen as representing too
radical an expression of nationalism to be acceptable in their political spectrum.
Obviously, the passing of the Act of Union is not generally accepted as an
expression of Irish nationalism; and, due to the working-class focus of most of

32

Connolly’s historical commentary, he essentially ignored the event.”“ However,

32 In Labour, Nationalityand Religion (Dublin, 1910), Connolly claimed that
"On 1 March 1800, no less than thirty-two Orange lodges protested against the
Act of Union, but the catholic hierarchy endorsed it." (p. 12) This statement was
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the controversy surrounding the Act and the reaction it inspired offers much
insight into the development and relative importance of Irish nationalist
sentiments at the turn of the century and beyond. It also reveals the profound . .
differences between various definitions of Irish nationhood, as well as attitudes
towards these different definitions. The debate over the Act itself demonstrated
the tension over the definition of Irishness: whether Ireland was to be a part of
Britain, or constitutionally distinct. Obviously, other factors were involved in the
controversy, particularly political, financial, and economic considerations. But the
Act polarized the political forces in Ireland over the position of Ireland within the
British Empire. Although for various reasons the view of Ireland as an integral
part of Britain prevailed at the time, the defeated political forces were themselves
indicative of dissenting views of Irishness.

In The Passingof the Irish Act of Union, G.C. Bolton divides the anti-unionists
into two general categories: the liberal minority was represented by Henry
Grattan; and the more prevalent political opposition to the Act was associated
with the views of the Protestant Ascendancy. The liberal group "looked to the
growth of an Irish nation in which all should have the opportunity of deserving
citizenship, and which would combine its own distinctive ethos with a firm loyalty

to the British connexion", while the dominant opposing view was that "the

not meant as a denunciation of Orangeism, per se, or even the Act of Union, but
of the Catholic hierarchy. This was one part of a long list of grievances that
Connolly used to indict the class-based policies of the Catholic Church throughout
Irish history: exemplifying his preference for putting class divisions ahead of
religious differences. However, his condemnation of the Church’s support for the
Act obviously indicates dissatisfaction with the Act itself.
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autonomy of Ireland meant the autonomy of the Protestant Ascendzmcy."33 The
failure of the political forces opposed to the Act to agree on an alternative vision
of Irishness in resisting the Union displayed many of the ubiquitous contradictions
and complexities of Irish nationalism.

However, it was in the response of the Irish outside of the central political
arena where the broad varieties of Irish nationalism were most evident Much of
the support for or opposition to the Union was given on a
denominational /geographical basis. Many of the politically conscious Catholics in
the south and west supported the Union in the hopes of greater civil liberties for
Catholics under the British Parliament. Meanwhile, Protestant positions were
divided. The traditionally radical Presbyterians, mostly from the areas of Ulster
that were dominated by the plantation communities, were becoming increasingly
conservative and sought the stability offered by the Union.34 This view of Ireland
as an integral part of Great Britain was quickly becoming closely associated with
the Ulster Presbyterian community, which still strongly upholds this vision
(although on a more limited basis now), and should be seen as a competing,
though still valid definition of Irishness. Therefore, this period was essentially the
culmination the Ulster Presbyterians’ conversion from the radicalism and
republicanism of the 1780s and 1790s to conservative Unionism, and represents a
watershed in the history of that community. Most of the other Protestant

communities in Ireland, especially in the "frontier” areas that were confronted by

33 G.C. Bolton, The Passing of the Irish Act of Union, (London, 1966) 218.
34 1bid,, 135.
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a large local Catholic population, opposed the Union, fearing an "English
‘softness’ towards the Catholics who outnumbered and surrounded them, and thus
often sought their refuge in the sectarian Orange groups35

However, reaction to the Act of Union was almost entirely constitutional
during and after the debate. Even Emmet’s Rebellion of 1803 was not
specifically a response to the Act. This incident was more of a protest of the
general relationship between the two islands, in addition to being a consequence
of the basic lack of contact between the exiled United Irishmen and the actual
situation in Ireland at the time.36 Still, the rebellion and the increased sectarian
reaction that followed it indicate that sectarian, extra-parliamentary, and even
violent actions were hardly discarded as weapons of competing visions of Irish
nationalism at this time, but they were not employed over the issue of the Union.

The basic catalysts for the legislation of the Union were political and
economic. After the Irish drive for political/legislative independence two decades
earlier, the British government hoped to put more of an official limit on Irish
autonomy, although unofficial means had been utilized when they were needed.
The incessant political and social strife in Ireland had not abated with the
granting of greater independence to Ireland, but actually had increased over the
previous decade. The British government hoped that tighter control of Ireland
could increase its ability to manipulate and channel the forces in the highly

unstable social situation, and would help the government to limit excess sectarian

35 1bid., 13940,
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atrocities, which "sounded archaic” to the English people, and was becoming a
source of much embarrassment 37

Furthermore, the Irish government had become quite a drain on Britain’s
finances, and the events of late 1796 to 1798 amply demonstrated the inability of
the Irish government to effectively deal with internal and external threats through
preparation for and recognition of danger. The passing of the Act displayed that
while the British often viewed the Irish as incompetent, they saw Ireland as an
integral part of the Empire, as in Lord Cornwallis’s contention that "without an
Union the British Empire must be dissolved."(8 June 1799)38 But the debate
over the representation to be granted to the Irish in the enlarged British
Parliament demonstrated a poor regard for the Irish by the British ruling class.
The controversy revolved around the issue of how to arrive at a fair number of
representatives from Ireland: a representation proportionately equal for the
English and Irish populations would have enlarged the British Parliament by
about 40% (while Scotland was already under-represented); but restricting the
influx to a much less equitable proportion—100 new MPs in the House of
Commons—-would maintain English hegemony.:“9 Bolton claims that the second
option triumphed because of a "wish to enfeeble Ireland” and protect British
ruling interests. However, the debate revealed the prejudice of the English

parliamentary leadership against the "wild Irish” and the "Paddies"—-and not just

37 1bid,, 9.
38 Quoted from G.C. Bolton, 1966, 157.
39 G.c. Bolton, 1966, 85-6.
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the lower levels of Irish society, but also against the Irish (and specifically the
Anglo-Irish) classes which would provide the MP&40

In addition to these political motivations, related economic causes were also .
influential in encouraging support for the Act of Union. Again, by looking at
geographical areas of support, it becomes apparent that Dublin was squaring off
against the other port cities of Ireland on the issue, thereby revealing some of the
economic considerations that came into play. The Dublin metropolitan area and
the surrounding counties supported a population that was strongly anti-unionist.
The residents of Dublin recognized that they were in a privileged position
because of the economic benefits that came with being the seat of government in
Ireland. The surrounding residents realized that commercially, they were largely
dependent on this market.41 But in Londonderry, Cork, and Galway, pro-unionist
sentiments were stronger, largely due “to the hope of greater prosperity” in
commerce after equality with Britain was achieved 42 Although religious
considerations had some influence on the way an area was to approach the issue,
in the cities the merchant class was deciding the question according to simple
self-interest. The leaders of Belfast generally gave their support to the measure,
although not explicitly—since it had not been long since this area had been the
hotbed of republicanism. But the middle classes of Ulster had been the

beneficiaries of recent prosperity, which led them to turn their backs on their

40 1554, 86.
41 mid, 130-1.
42 1bid., 13844
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traditional reformist impulses and to emphasize security concerns instead.43
Significantly, the tension that was evident between Dublin and Belfast over the
issue would later reappear in Connolly’s time, when Belfast’s markets were more.
closely tied to the British Empire than were Dublin’s, and therefore the views of
the merchants of the two cities regarding Ireland’s relationship with Britain were
still divided along the same lines.

Much of the Irish nationalist tradition holds that the underlying reason for the
Act of Union was to destroy the fledgling Irish industries, particularly linen. In
the most recent period of the troubles in Northern Ireland, starting in the late
1960s, significant elements within the Irish republican tradition, which
incorporates a strong dose of Irish socialism from Connolly, still hold that the
linen industry was the real target of the Act of Union, for the benefit of

competing British textiles. 44

The linen industry, strongest in Ulster, was a key
factor in this economic equation. The weaving areas of Armagh, in particular,
had been the scene of the rise of sectarianism, which was initially caused by the
competition between weavers of the different denominations, and the linen
culture may have been a key factor in gathering lower-class Protestant support for
Orangeism instead of republiczmism.45 Since the Irish Parliament had become
independent, the Irish government had been trying to protect Irish industries such

as linen. With the Union, legislated protection of Irish goods was to be gradually

43 1pid,, 135.
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rescinded, making Ireland vulnerable to the British economic powerhouse. In
fact, the Irish linen industry did contract from a wide geographical base to the
settiement area of Ulster, but this was only a continuation of a consolidation
process that had been happening since the industry had reached its peak in the
18th centm'y.46 Technical innovations and changing economic conditions had
much more to do with the retarded growth of Irish industry than the ulterior

motives of British policy-makers.47

However, the Union agreement resulted in an
approximately 250 % increase in the Irish national debt, which, along with the
system of absentee landlords, took investment capital away from new Irish
industries. 48 The subsequent general decline in industrial growth prevented cities
from developing the capability to absorb excess rural population, a handicap
which would prove to be fatal in the 1840s.

The Act was eventually passed through the Irish Parliament, which essentially
voted itself out of existence. The British government made full use of its ability
to dispense patronage by bargaining for votes for the Act with money and
positions.49 But Bolton points out that these practices, which seem so corrupt
now, were much more acceptable at the time in that social-political level of

British society.s0 However, even more significant is the fact that the British

46 Mary E. Daly, Social and Economic Historyof Ireland Since 1800, (Dublin,
1981) 65-6.

47 1bid., 87-8.

48 p. Metscher, 1986, 74.
49 G.C. Bolton, 1966, 184.
30 1bid., 184, 216-7.
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government, in its determination and desperation to get the Act passed, made
promises of further concessions towards the emancipation of the Catholic
population in order to gain the support of the Catholics and other reform-minded
Irishmen. The failure of the British government to make sure that the Catholic
hopes were realized in the early part of the 19th century assisted the rise of a
leader who personified the ambitions of the Catholics: Daniel O’Connell But
religious differences and political promises were not the only reasons for the
continuation of Irish nationalism. Irish nationalists who opposed the vision of an
Irish nation as a part of a larger whole—Great Britain—had encountered crucial
setbacks over the previous decade, but were to become more vocal in the 19th
century. Bolton concludes that "Irish separatism survived, not because of cultural
and religious peculiarities—similar factors existed in Wales and Scotland-—-but
because these peculiarities were mingled with economic and social grievances
which went unredressed.">1 A new generation of Irish nationalists were willing to

capitalize on the issues that the British government had brushed aside or ignored.
Daniel O’Connell: The Emancipation And Repeal Movements

As the actual passing of the Act of Union faded into the past, many elements of
the Catholic community became increasingly frustrated with the British
government’s failure to fulfill its promise of Catholic emancipation. Upon this

dissatisfaction, Daniel O’Connell built his political career, including his successful

51 1big,, 221.
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drive to achieve Catholic emancipation and his failed attempt to repeal the Act
of Union. James Connolly, however, essentially viewed Daniel O’Connell, the
"Liberator" for Irish Catholics, as a class enemy. Connolly saw O’Connell as the
personification of all that was wrong with middle-class nationalism, a tradition
that was still very strong in Connolly’s day, and that was still directly related to
Daniel O’Connell Connolly saw a man who, in a crunch, would put class
privileges before country; who was involved in the violent suppression of Emmet’s
Rebellion as a member of the forces of reaction; and who used his parliamentary
position and popular base of support to actively oppose even the most basic
alleviations of the misery of the laboring classes. Whether or not Connolly’s
interpretation is accurate (this is discussed further below), it is understandable as
Connolly’s attempt to disgrace the Home Rulers, the dominant middle-class
nationalists of his own time, by exposing their symbolic leader as a enemy of
"true” Irish nationalism.

Daniel O’Connell came from a Catholic landowning family from County Kerry.
During his education in France he witnessed some of the bloody events of the
French Revolution, and thus formulated his commitment to reject political
violence. However, his early political views were greatly influenced by some of
the ideas behind the French Revolution, and, to a greater extent, the American
Revolution.>2 By 1798 he was called to the Irish Bar. While in the Bar, he

joined a militia unit composed of members of his profession, which was involved

52 T. Desmond Williams, "O’Connell’s Impact On Europe” in Daniel
O’Connell, Kevin B. Nowlan and Maurice R. O’Connell, editors, (New York,
1985) 100.
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in the suppression of Emmet’s Rebellion, of which Connolly wrote. Professor
Maurice R. O’Connell, one of Daniel O’Connell’s descendants, writes that Daniel
O’Connell had become distinguished in his work by 1805 and had become very .
successful financially by 1813, but was barred by the Penal Laws from

33 At that time O’Connell was involved in the politically charged trial

promotion.
of the newspaper man, John Magee. Magee was targeted by Robert Peel as "a
protagonist of Catholic Emancipation, and thereby hung the reason for the
trial"># Raised to be a leader among his co-religionists, O’Connell turned the
trial into a political protest of the Catholic condition. O’Connell lost the trial,
and was condemned by his wealthy land-owning uncle for his tendency to play
upon the emotions of the crowd, but he launched himself into politim.55
O’Connell was a radical member of the old Catholic Committee until he split
with the organization to found the more confrontational, but still constitutional,
Catholic Association in 1823. His election to the British House of Commons in
1828 forced the issue of Catholic Emancipation, which was granted the following
year. After this success he set his sights on the repeal of the Act of Union, which
he blamed for Ireland’s problems, and founded the Repeal Association for this
purpose. He formed the first cohesive group of Irish MPs, but for political
reasons did not press the issue of Repeal wholeheartedly until 1841. After

organizing the "monster meetings” in the "Repeal year” of 1843, he was challenged

33 Maurice R. O’Connell, "O’Connell: Lawyer And Landlord" in Daniel
O’Connell, 1985, 107.

34 1bid., 110,
55 id, 111.
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by the government. Committed to constitutional methods, O’Connell backed
down, and the tactics which he personified were largely discredited. The Repeal
Association split with the more radical Young Ireland group, and the advent of . .
the Famine in 1845 only magnified his failure to achieve what he believed would
be the remedy for all of Ireland’s problems. He died in 1847 during a pilgrimage
to Rome.

The whole of O’Connell’s political career was based on the premise that
Ireland’s problems were a result of Britain’s inability or refusal to effectively and
fairly govern Ireland. Irish political and social development, and the consequent
problems, which were often related to the system of land distribution, were quite
different from that of Britain, where "Free Trade and Chartism dominated the

political scene” at the time. 56

Britain’s inability to correct problems in Ireland
after the Act of Union led O’Connell to promote the idea of a re-established
Irish Parliament, with continued loyalty to the British Crown. Thus, all of
O’Connell’s aims eventually centered around the idea of legislative separation
from Britain, and continued constitutional ties to England, with a reliance on
constitutional avenues to achieve that goal

If this is what O’Connell stood for, what he became in the eyes of the people—
particularly in later generations—is something else. The legacy of O’Connell
included many myths from his contact with the Irish peasantry, and represented

their wishes for Ireland. According to John A. Murphy, O’Connell was a typical

"Gaeltacht man", in that he was "pragmatic, adaptable, non- or even anti-

56 Kevin B. Nowlan, "O’Connell And Irish Nationalism” in Daniel O’Connell,
1985, 12.
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republican, and entirely without sentimentality” regarding the Gaelic language or
lif&style.s" Indeed, O’Connell refused to take the leadership of movements
organized to protect the Gaelic language, seeing them as reactive.>8 But the
peasantry idealized and even deified O’Connell as a long-awaited saviour of their
people. This idealization took on religious connotations and imagery, and,
significantly, a strong dose of anti-English sentiment. Much of the folklore from
this period includes references that focus on O’Connell as the personification of
the long awaited retribution that Catholic peasants hoped would be inflicted on
the "Sasanaigh” (English) and the Or:mgemen.s9 Despite many of the gross
inaccuracies that abound in such legends, particularly the references to violent
retribution which was supposed to be administered by a person who was
effectively a pacifist, these tales are significant in that they reflect O’Connell’s
deep and broad base of popular support, even if that support was often based on
misconceptions and idealizations.

O’Connell’s social and political ideas, if they can be classified, tended towards
typical middle-class liberalism of the time, with patriotic, Catholic, Gaelic, and
Bethamite influences apparem.60 In practice, O’Connell presented an ambiguous

record of his ideas. In his career in Parliament, he hedged on political

37 john A. Murphy, "O’Connell And The Gaelic World" in Daniel O’Connell,
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O’Connell, 1985, 60-2.

60 Joseph Lee, "The Social And Economic Ideas Of O’Connell” in Daniel
O’Connell, 1985, 72.
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applications of the philosophies he supported, repudiated much of what other
Benthamites (and the classical economists) held dear, and, in his private affairs,
deviated from the strict application of the philosophies he embraced.01
Therefore, Joseph Lee suggests that O’Connell’s "eclectic” opinions on economic
matters indicate that O’Connell did not have a good grasp of "the economic
theories he invoked."62 Essentially, O’Connell was an advocate of Catholic
liberalism: his Benthamism was tempered by his religion.63 He let his religious
values influence his private ideas, as he usually supported "traditional” values and
was rather paternalistic towards his tenants, which was not unusual for a person
in his position.

But O’Connell’s ideas and actions regarding the growing laboring classes drew
the most criticism from Connolly. Connolly was especially harsh on O’Connell
for his stand on labor organizations in Dublin and child-labor legislation. On the
issue of trade unions, Connolly portrayed O’Connell as the capitalists’ tool in
Parliament against the attempts by workers to organize.64 Although Connolly
called O’Connell "the most bitter and unscrupulous enemy of trade unionism
Ireland has yet produced”, Joseph Lee points out that O’Connell was not opposed
to trade unions in principle—the case in point involved craft unions in Dublin—but

opposed the tactics, the exclusionary tendencies, and the substantial degree of
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62 1vid., 74-5.
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control employed by these associations of upper-level workers.8

Connolly’s argument against O’Connell on the child labor issue revolved
around O’Connell’s opposition to an attempt to legislate stricter enforcement of
the Factory Acts (1833), which offered some limitations on child labor. Connolly
claims that O’Connell was serving "the interest of English and Irish capitalism” in
maintaining that the Acts "had legislated against the nature of things, and against
the right of industry."66 Again, Lee refutes Connolly’s charge, this time claiming
that O’Connell tried to stop the motion in order to keep another important issue,
the Irish Tithes Bill, on the agenda. Furthermore, since O’Connell did indeed
recognize the suffering of these working people, Lee claims—without supporting
evidence—that O’Connell was simply trying to protect the workers from "even
worse unemployment in what was already a bitter slump year."67 This
justification for O’Connell’s position disregards the fact that, in what was
apparently only a procedural issue, O’Connell venomously belittied such altruistic
interests as those who "go about parading before their world their ridiculous
humanity,” and whose regulations would impoverish the owners.%8 In his
argument, O’Connell’s concern did not focus on the workers.

Connolly’s attacks on O’Connell are significant in that they demonstrate his
willingness to criticize a national hero because O’Connell’s brand of nationalism

was considered impure, or inadequate by Connolly. As Lee demonstrates

65 ). Lee, in Daniel O'Connell, 1985, 76-7.
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throughout his essay, there is much evidence that O’Connell did recognize the
plight of the poor—both urban and rural—in Ireland. %9 However, the range of
O’Connell’s actions lends itself to ambiguous conclusions at best. There is
enough contradictory evidence from his private writings and actions, both as a
politician and a landlord, to support both positive and negative evaluations—each
with some validity—of his record on these issues. But his po<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>