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         In the Russian archival system every page of every document has a call number, but not every document has a title or rubric. Where documents have no titles, the footnotes give the rubric, and where there is no rubric, a short identification is provided, based on the principals as cited in the document. This may involve inconsistency in referencing, with, for example, one document addressed to the political secretariat and another to the politsecretariat.
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            INTRODUCTION

            —

         

         In August 1922, at the height of the Civil War, when the Communist Party of Ireland (CPI) could count on barely 50 activists, two British communist leaders held a secret meeting in a Dublin suburb with two senior Irish Republican Army (IRA) commandants. The four signed an agreement providing for the transformation of Sinn Féin into a new republican party with a socialist programme. In return the Communist International, or Comintern, was to assist with the supply of weapons to the IRA. The incident illustrates what made the Comintern a beacon of hope to beleaguered revolutionaries or an object of sometimes hysterical suspicion. It is also an example of the hidden way in which communism shaped Irish politics. Shortly after the meeting Ernie O’Malley, the IRA’s second in command, asked Liam Mellows for advice on strategy. Mellows replied with his ‘Notes from Mountjoy’, a seminal document in the evolution of socialist republicanism during the Free State era. Over the next 12 years, communists, in Dublin or Moscow, would be integral to the politics of the republican left, prompting its development at almost every step.

         With the exception of the Spanish Civil War, in which all are heroes of the good fight, historians have not been kind to Ireland’s communists. General histories measure their parties – there have been several, sequentially, under different titles – by their numerical strength, and dismiss them summarily. All eight references to ‘communism’ in Lee’s acclaimed Ireland: 1912–1985 actually deal with anti-communism.1 Certainly, the fear of communism exerted the greater effect on Irish minds after 1930. It was a factor in the rise of the Blueshirts, led to riots in Dublin in 1933 and contributed to rioting in Belfast in 1935, provided an excuse for splitting the Labour Party in 1944, and terrorised the public at the height of the Cold War in the 1950s. From 1920 to 1948 the more substantial publications on communism came from red scaremongers rather than reds.2 Recent research is redressing the balance. Communists acquired a visibility in Irish history in seven fields, and are acknowledged to varying degrees in studies related to the Civil War;3 Larkinism;4 unemployed workers’ protests in the 1920s and 1930s;5 socialist republicanism;6 the Spanish Civil War;7 trade unionism in Northern Ireland;8 and the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association.9 Communists also made a major contribution to historiography through T. A. Jackson and C. Desmond Greaves, the twin pillars of the Connolly school of history, which in turn hegemonised Irish radical historiography up to the 1970s.10 History, it has been said, is the Irish ideology, and it is remarkable that so marginalised a group should have been so influential in this respect. 

         The Irish connection with Soviet communism was broader than the communists themselves; less of a thin red thread than a pyramid, with a wide base tapering in three steps to the pinnacle of insignificance. The Bolsheviks were very popular in Ireland in the immediate aftermath of the October revolution, more perhaps for their opposition to the First World War and support for national self-determination than anything else. During the War of Independence, representatives of the Republic in the United States of America (USA) discussed a recognition treaty with agents of the Soviet Russian government, and Éamon de Valera despatched an emissary to Moscow to secure recognition and weapons. One of the first international initiatives of the pro-Treaty provisional government was to have an official meet the Soviet trade attaché in London. Not surprisingly, the Irish Trade Union Congress and Labour Party (ILPTUC), and especially the radical circle within it in the Socialist Party of Ireland (SPI), were more substantially pro-Bolshevik. 11 Support for Russia was central to Labour’s foreign policy, a way of asserting its socialist credentials abroad, and legitimising its position on the independence struggle at home. The flirtation with revolutionism did not last long. As the political climate moved to the right, Labour distanced itself from the Comintern in 1920, and lost its enthusiasm for the Bolshevik regime in 1922. 

         After the War of Independence, Soviet and Comintern ties with Ireland became more intense and more confined, as communist parties – and some communist trade unions – were created, but contacts contracted to the labour left and republicans. The first CPI was launched in October 1921 after Roddy Connolly captured control of the SPI. Despite the IRA’s intrigue with the Comintern in August 1922, the party made little progress. Following the return of Jim Larkin from the USA in 1923, it was dissolved to make way for Larkin’s Irish Worker League (IWL). Larkin proved to be an even greater disappointment. The IWL never functioned as a communist party, and ‘the big noise’ had an extraordinarily troubled relationship with the Comintern. Moscow began to build an infrastructure of alternative networks in 1927, inviting promising young communists for training at the International Lenin School, the Comintern’s ‘cadre-forge’, and encouraging republicans to develop a web of ‘front’ organisations. After Larkin cut his ties with Moscow in 1929, the Executive Committee of the Communist International (ECCI) directed a fresh offensive in Ireland, which would lead to the creation of the Revolutionary Workers’ Groups (RWG) in 1930 and the second CPI in 1933. Excluding the ill-defined support of the IWL, the RWG’s tally of some 340 in November 1932 represented the peak membership of the Comintern in Ireland.

         If no longer sympathetic, the political climate of the 1920s was tolerant of communism. That would change dramatically from 1930, when the Catholic Church took a more forthright stand against all association with communism. In the next big contraction of support, the IRA dissociated itself from the CPI in 1933. There remained the fellow travellers of the republican and labour left, who would join the CPI in convening the Republican Congress in 1934. The disintegration of the Congress reduced the communist orbit to little more than the CPI. With only 20 activists, the CPI in Éire was dissolved in July 1941, to avoid confronting the state’s near universally popular neutrality, and allow the party to pursue a vigorous pro-war policy in Northern Ireland, where it flourished for as long as it took the Red Army to turn the tide of war against the Wehrmacht. 

         Again excepting the Spanish Civil War, literature bearing directly on the communist parties is sparse, and often indifferent to the problems of communist history. The CPI’s own Outline History is little more than a collection of commemorative sketches.12 A rather didactic critique of the first CPI was featured in the Irish Socialist Review in 1983, based in part on Comintern files in Moscow, though from the text it would appear that the access was selective.13 The only substantial party publication on its history is O’Riordan’s eulogistic Connolly Column, the title being a blanket term for the Irish in the International Brigades. Communist auto/biography rarely takes us inside the party, and tends to portray communists as victims of political intolerance. Both Nevin and Larkin are summary, and overly sympathetic on Jim Larkin’s disastrous leadership of Irish communism, while the bulk of writing on Larkin charitably ignores this inglorious chapter in his career. Jim Gralton, deported to the USA in 1933 for communist activities, has been the hero of pamphlets and articles, whose theme is primarily the injustice and singularity of the affair.14 The Connolly Column is virtually the only source of communist auto/biography. A trickle of memoirs and biographies of veterans has appeared from the 1980s which say little on Ireland apart from anti-fascist activities, indulging a romance with the Connolly Column as liberal opponents of Catholic reaction at home and abroad, and forerunners of modern, secular Ireland.15 Some insight into the neglected role of communists in trade unions is found in Morrissey’s biography of Betty Sinclair and interviews with party members in Saothar.16 Other monographs in the field are confined to Bowler’s work on Seán Murray, CPI general secretary, 1933–41; Jackson’s essay on the CPI paper the Worker and Spain in 1936–7; and McLoughlin’s studies of the Irish in the Lenin School, the fruits of the first thorough research on documents of Irish relevance in the Comintern archives.17 

         Milotte’s Communism in Modern Ireland is the sole general history of the topic; a partisan, Trotskyist critique, and relentlessly negative.18 Understandably, given the sources available in 1984, Milotte understates the Moscow dimension, and decontextualises the communists from their global rationale, treating them as if they were essentially an indigenous force, hamstrung by a wilful, Stalinist, Moscow-centrism. Indeed, apart from the CPI publications and McLoughlin, the literature is uniformly negative on Comintern intervention, seeing it as insensitive of local circumstances, badly informed, and misguided.19 The image of an isolated handful of radicals turning innocently for help to Russia, only to be handicapped by confounded orders from afar sounds plausible. What did the Irish understand of Bolshevism? What did the Comintern know of Ireland? How was it possible to run an Irish movement from Moscow?

         THE INTERNATIONALS

         The collapse of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1991 led to the liberalisation of access to the Comintern files in the former Central Party Archive of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in the Institute for Marxism–Leninism, now the Russian State Archive for Social and Political History (Rossiiskii Gosudartsvennyi Arkhiv Sotsial’no-Politischeskoi Istorii, RGASPI), in Moscow. Permission to consult the files was formerly restricted to approved communist party members, who were allowed to see material on their own party only. It is easy to understand why open access has revolutionised the study of communism internationally. The Comintern archive houses some 55 million pages of documents, of which about 4,000 relate to Ireland.20 When state papers – mostly police records – party newspapers and other publications are added to the pile, it is fair to say that no other political group in Ireland can boast of having had so much primary documentation generated by so few. For the Comintern years at least, the secretive communists are probably Ireland’s best-documented political movement. 

         Internationals were a logical consequence of Karl Marx’s contention that the proletariat had no motherland but socialism, and that the war of capital and labour knew no national boundaries. The first of the name, the International Working Men’s Association, had been created, largely on the initiative of Marx himself, in 1864. It embraced individual as well as corporate affiliation, and undertook campaigns on issues of the day, notably the treatment of Fenian prisoners. Through the Fenian journalist, J. P. MacDonnell, it made a brief foray into Ireland in 1872, setting up a few branches, and organising coachmakers in Cork, before withering in the face of clerical induced opposition. The acronym of the cover name of the Dublin branch, the Hibernian Excelsior Labour League, would no doubt have confirmed clerical suspicions.21 The International itself was crippled by internal disputes in 1872, and dissolved in 1876. A second international was convened in 1889. Much bigger than its forerunner, it took the form of a loose federation of, mainly, European socialist parties, and is remembered chiefly for doctrinal disputes at its congresses. While the International influenced Irish socialists, their only contact with it was the presence of delegates from the Irish Socialist Republican Party at the 1900 congress in Paris. The Second International regarded the prevention of another of the great powers’ European wars as a defining objective, and its congresses repeatedly endorsed revolutionary action in the event of war. When most affiliates backed their national governments in August 1914, the International disintegrated in disgrace. A version of the Second International was revived at Berne in 1919. And in 1921 ten left-wing social democratic parties met in Vienna to form the International Working Union of Socialist Parties, nicknamed the ‘two and a half International’, as it stood between the Second and Third on the ideological spectrum. The Berne and Vienna conferences united in 1923 as the Labour and Socialist International, which survived until 1940.

         Bitterly opposed to the re-establishment of the Second International, the Bolsheviks hastily founded the Third International in March 1919. The title was changed to Communist International in 1920. The Comintern would become only one, if the most important, of a number of similar bodies, including KIM (Kommunisticheskii Internatsional Molodezhi, or Communist Youth International, 1919–43), the Profintern (Krasnyi Internatsional Professional’nykh Soyuzov, 1921–37, cited in some documents as the Red International of Labour Unions (RILU)), the Sportintern or Red Sport International (1921–37), and the Krestintern (Krestianskii Internatsional, or Peasants’ International, 1923–33). To engage sympathisers or extend its reach, the Comintern also sponsored a series of ‘fronts’, such as Workers’ International Relief (WIR, 1921–35), cited in some documents as Mezhdunarodnaia Rabochiia Pomoshch, or Mezhrabpom, or Secours Ouvrier International, or Internationale Arbeiterhilfe (IAH); International Class War Prisoners’ Aid (ICWPA, 1922–41), also known as International Red Aid or Mezhdnarodnaia Organizatsiia Pomoshchi Revoliutsoneram (MOPR); and the League Against Imperialism (1927–35). With the exception of, alas, the Sportintern, all these organisations had a presence in Ireland. 

         V. I. Lenin was determined that the Comintern should not be a talking shop like the Second International, but the controlling body of all communist parties, and ideally ‘a single communist party of the entire world’.22 Sections, as they were called, were obliged to meet 21 conditions of membership, and a complex apparatus evolved to determine Comintern policy and ensure that it was applied. In theory at least, the supreme authority within the Comintern was the world congress. Initially it was envisaged that the congress would make a regular input into policy formulation, and five congresses were held between 1919 and 1924. As power within the Comintern became more centralised, only two further congresses were convened, in 1928 and 1935. The Executive Committee of the Communist International served as the highest organ between congresses. The congresses’ method of choosing the ECCI varied over the years, from direct election, to the allocation of seats between parties, to the ratification of nominees selected by the presidium. The size of the ECCI increased unsteadily, from 35 in 1920, to 70 in 1924, and 78 in 1935. Real power lay with neither the congress nor the aggregate ECCI, and their rationale was to be as widely representative as possible. Meetings of what was called the enlarged plenum of the ECCI were initiated in 1922, and 13 such plenary sessions were held, the last in 1933. Between the plena, the ECCI’s highest organ was the presidium (originally known as the little bureau). Each world congress or plenum would usually elect a new presidium. Membership grew over the years, from five in 1920 to 31 in 1935. The presidium restricted itself to general policy, and appointed an executive organ, the secretariat, with five, six or seven members, to oversee policy application, and an organisational bureau, or orgbureau, to deal with organisational matters affecting the ECCI apparatus or national sections. A significant restructuring of the apparatus took place in 1926. The secretariat was restyled the political secretariat or politsecretariat, and its membership expanded to 14 in 1928, and 19 in 1931. The ECCI also established a minor or select commission to deal with clandestine activities, a standing commission to discuss matters deemed ‘absolutely confidential’, and, in 1929, a politcommission to handle administrative matters on behalf of the politsecretariat. More importantly from an Irish point of view, the ECCI created regional secretariats to supervise national sections. Ireland was placed initially under an Anglo-Dutch, and later under an Anglo-American secretariat. The last major revision of structures, in 1935, replaced the polit-secretariat with a ten-man secretariat, abolished the regional secretariats, and allocated the supervision of national sections between each of the ten secretaries.23 Ireland, and Britain, came under the secretariat of André Marty. Throughout the Comintern’s history, at all levels, specific problems were frequently referred to ad hoc commissions. 

         This machinery, and the intention that the Comintern be a powerhouse of revolution in itself, entailed a sizeable bureaucracy. In 1926 the ECCI had a staff of 346 in 11 departments. By 1933, probably at the height of expansion, the numbers had grown to about 500 in 19 departments and eight regional secetariats, 12 of whom worked in the Anglo-American secretariat, supervising eight parties; another 300 or so were employed in Comintern related publishing projects, and in the Comintern’s hotel, the Lux, in central Moscow. Aside from the structures cited above, and the International Lenin School – the Comintern’s ‘cadre-forge’ – the only departments with which the Irish parties had some engagement with were Agitprop, the agitation and propaganda department, and the OMS (Otdel Mezhdunarodnoi Sviazi, or Department for International Liaison), which ran the Comintern’s courier service. The Comintern also served as a model for the commandatura of affiliates, which were commonly governed by a central committee and a political bureau, corresponding respectively to the ECCI and the presidium.

         It was hoped at the outset, to transfer the Comintern from Moscow to a western capital.24 Had that happened, its history might well have been different. Instead, the Comintern remained in Moscow until its wartime evacuation in 1941, and was always controlled by the VKP(b) (All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)) and by extension the Soviet Russian government.25 The traffic was not entirely one way, and Comintern policy influenced debate within the VKP(b). The VKP(b) was of course by far the biggest cog in the wheel. In 1927 it contained 1.2 million of the Comintern’s 1.7 million members. Of the other 46 affiliates, only the KPD (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, or Communist Party of Germany) and the Czech party had more than 100,000 members. In any evaluation of the standing of the Irish sections, it ought to be borne in mind that almost half of Comintern affiliates had fewer than 1,000 members.26 There was nothing odd about the influence of the VKP(b) per se, and it was natural too that communists should prioritise the defence of the ‘socialist sixth of the world’. What was a salient and unspoken anomaly was that the Comintern did not discuss the affairs of the VKP(b). It was never independent of the Soviet state, and the dominant men in the ECCI, if by no means invariably Russian, were all Soviet based, hired or fired by the regime, and ultimately at its mercy. Grigori Zinoviev chaired the ECCI up to November 1926, when he fell from grace and was succeeded by Nikolai Bukharin. After Bukharin too fell into disfavour, and was removed from office in April 1929, he was replaced with Vyacheslav Molotov. Molotov’s appointment to a government post in December 1930 left the ECCI without an identifiable principal until 1935, when Georgi Dimitrov emerged as secretary-general and the last Comintern chief. In the early days there was some confusion as to the extent of ECCI authority over national sections, and as to how tensions between the interests of international communism and those of the Soviet state were to be reconciled. From 1924 the ECCI intensified efforts to discipline its affiliates under the rubric of Bolshevisation. As the Soviet state consolidated, the role of the Comintern became more circumscribed by raisons d’état, and as the regime more totalitarian, the Comintern was subordinated increasingly to Soviet foreign policy. 

         The ECCI was successful in achieving a relatively high degree of centralisation and conformity in policy application, and affiliates became famous, or infamous, for their discipline in acccepting changes in ‘the line’. The strategic history of the Comintern may be divided into six phases. Up to the autumn of 1920, there were robust expectations that Bolshevism would triumph in western Europe through indigenous revolt or the westward march of the Red Army. A second phase evolved from 1921, conditioned by the retreat of the Red Army from Poland, the need for reconstruction in war-torn, famine-stricken Russia, and the failure of attempted revolutions, notably that in Germany in October 1923. At the third world congress in 1921, Lenin advised co-operation with reformists in certain circumstances. Capitalism, according to ECCI theory, had achieved a temporary stabilisation, and communists should join united fronts to stem the decline of working-class forces. In some countries this thesis was taken to mean united fronts ‘from below’, i.e. with members but not leaders of reformist organisations; in others, such as Britain, it was interpreted as united fronts ‘from above’, with reformist leaders. In 1926 Bukharin argued, with some prescience, that the capitalist world was now entering a third period, of more intense competition for markets, a profits squeeze, falling living standards, a new round of imperialist wars, and a threat of war against Soviet Russia. As social democrats ultimately sided with the bourgeoisie, they should be ‘unmasked’ as enemies. Bukharin did not anticipate these developments unfolding rapidly, and Comintern policy adjusted incrementally. In Stalin’s struggle for absolute power in 1927–8, Bukharin found his theses used against him, and his supporters branded as ‘right wing deviationists’ for being too moderate. Stalin’s triumph and tighter direction of Comintern policy gave the ECCI an added incentive to adopt the theory of the third period, and it was endorsed by the ninth ECCI plenum in February 1928. Guided by the slogan ‘class against class’, communists were now to attack social democratic parties as ‘social fascist’, while trying to build united fronts from below with the rank and file of reformist organisations.27 The continued advance of fascism, and especially the inability of the KPD to resist the Nazi government, prompted a revision in 1934, leading the seventh world congress to call for ‘popular fronts’. Unlike the united front, the popular front was supposed to include bourgeois democrats and be directed primarily against fascism. This fourth phase formally ended with Soviet Russia’s conclusion of a non-aggression pact with Germany in August 1939. The world war which followed was declared ‘imperialist’, and the communists switched their hostility from the fascists to the Anglo-French ‘imperialists’. The final phase of Comintern policy was dictated by the Nazi invasion of Russia in June 1941. From then until its liquidation in 1943 – as a gesture to the western Allies – the Comintern urged maximum support for the war effort and the Allied governments. 

         While affiliates were expected to uphold general policy, the ECCI was concerned with all aspects of the progress of its sections, and willing to take national circumstances into account and negotiate on tactics. Within certain parameters, there were therefore different policies for different countries, based on local requirements and determined through the interaction of centre and periphery. How was the Comintern’s Irish policy made? Up to 1924, when primordial questions as to the leadership, organisation and policy of Irish communism had yet to be resolved to the ECCI’s satisfaction, the world congresses were vital points of contact. Irish delegates attended the second, third, fourth and fifth congresses, at which the major issues of the day were resolved in private discussions with senior Soviet officials, including Lenin, Zinoviev and Bukharin. For policy development between congresses, the ECCI hoped to appoint an Irish commission. Irish affairs were discussed by the Anglo-American colonial group in 1922, an Irish commission was appointed during the fourth world congress in December 1922, and another in 1923. However, the ECCI found the absence of a permanent Irish representative in Moscow a source of frustration in this respect. Throughout the 1920s it believed that it lacked adequate intelligence on Ireland, and for political reasons too was reluctant to create commissions on Ireland without an Irish representative. From 1922 onwards, the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) was availed of, when possible, to foster organisation in Ireland; a similar role was given to the KPD in Austria, and to the Australian party in New Zealand. It was much resented by the Irish in the 1920s. Connolly preferred to communicate with Moscow via Berlin and his contacts in the KPD. Larkin’s happy collaboration with the British ended once they had done his bidding in pressing for the dissolution of the CPI. He then insisted that the ECCI deal directly with himself or his representatives.

         Formally, there were three channels of policy making and transmission during Larkin’s leadership of Irish communism: the ECCI plena, to which Larkin was invited; Jack Carney, who took up a residency as IWL permanent representative in Moscow in 1925; and Comintern agents working in Dublin. Unfortunately for the ECCI, these mechanisms were all dependent on the goodwill of Larkin himself, which was rarely forthcoming. The ECCI and the Anglo-American secretariat kept Ireland under review with the aid of intelligence from emissaries to Ireland, British comrades in Moscow, and, occasionally, Irish visitors to Moscow or Irish students in the Lenin School. The great difficulty lay in policy application. Moscow’s liaison with sympathetic republicans through divers front organisations was no compensation for Larkin’s obstruction, and not intended to be anything but preliminary to the building of a new party. 

         The groundwork for the refoundation of the CPI was begun in 1929 by an ECCI commission, made up of an Irish graduate of the Lenin School and two Scots; whether coincidental or deliberate, the use of Scots as advisors or agents was characteristic of Comintern management of Ireland. By 1930, the Irish leadership was entirely indigenous, and the key men were alumni of the Lenin School. The normal procedures of policy control could now be applied to Ireland for the first time. Primarily that meant that the Irish reported regularly to the Anglo-American secretariat, which enforced the Comintern’s closest ever scrutiny of Irish affairs. Anything not considered routine, such as problems of policy, the despatch of agents, or requests for money, was handled by one of the higher ECCI organs, usually the politsecretariat or the standing commission. From time to time the Comintern also seconded agents from the CPGB or the Minority Movement, the British section of the Profintern, together with at least one ‘instructor’ from the Western European Bureau (WEB), the ECCI’s Berlin office. Undoubtedly the CPGB had an informal watching brief on Ireland during these years, but its role was a subordinate one until the Republican Congress in 1934, when the ECCI lost confidence in Seán Murray.

         From late 1934, the CPGB had a crucial influence over Irish policy. That status was consolidated by the abolition of the regional secretariats at the seventh world congress in 1935. The CPI did not have a permanent representative in André Marty’s secretariat, whereas the British did. In any case, the restructuring was intended to allow national sections greater autonomy from the ECCI, and Marty was content to delegate the supervision of Ireland to London. The CPI’s last direct contact with the ECCI was in 1938. After that, it was dependent on the CPGB to shape Irish policy in Moscow, and interpret it to Dublin.

         The implications of Ireland’s relations with Soviet Russia and the Comintern will be discussed in the conclusion. Suffice it to say here that the many publications on the Comintern and national sections which have appeared since 1991 all address similar themes: How subordinate were affiliates to the ECCI? How important was the Comintern in the culture of affiliates? Were Moscow’s interventions and policy directives a hindrance or a help to local parties? And what does the national experience tell us of the Comintern itself?
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            ONE

            HAIL RUSSIA!

            LABOUR AND BOLSHEVISM, 1917–19

         

         
            We acclaim the Russian revolution, and our hearts respond to the call of the Russian people to join with the workers throughout war stricken Europe in dethroning Imperialism and Capitalism in our respective countries.

            THOMAS JOHNSON,

            Voice of Labour, 23 February 1918

         

         —

         
             

         

         Labour’s crush on the Bolsheviks reflected the extraordinary novelty and promise of its situation between 1917 and 1921. Since the foundation of the Irish Trade Union Congress (ITUC) in 1894, unions had not recruited more than ten per cent of the workforce. The surge of general unionism before the First World War had culminated in defeat in the 1913 lockout. Yet within three years the war economy and the wartime manpower shortage had transformed labour’s bargaining power. Between 1917 and 1920, the number of trade unionists rose from under 100,000 to about 250,000, or 25 per cent of the workforce, with membership of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU) soaring from 5,000 to 120,000.1 Labour was also politicised. But whereas it had an ancient history of trade unionism, and a distant history of involvement with nationalist politics, its experience of socialism and socialist party politics was slight. The Labour Party, notionally created in 1912, had no structure separate from the ITUC, and would not contest a general election until 1922. The consequences were both liberating and confusing. In a social climate radicalised by revolution at home and abroad, at a time when it seemed as if the world was being reconstructed, and that post-war society would herald a new age of the people, the Labour leadership felt free to embrace the most radical influences.

         The SPI, in particular, would champion an ambiguous Bolshevism until 1921. It was not that the party was Leninist. For the SPI, Bolshevism, as the premier version of revolutionism, and as a resolutely anti-imperialist ideology – in contrast with the more temporising politics of the social democrats – was the natural orientation of a party that claimed the mantle of James Connolly. The importance of the SPI, and of the Russian revolution, to Labour, reflected the significance of international policy to a movement whose domestic politics were severely circumscribed by its reluctance to engage with the national revolution. Having baulked at contesting the 1918 general election, Labour hoped it might establish a political identity in international affairs. The SPI became a battleground over the question of relations with the socialist and communist Internationals, and the embryo of communism in Ireland. 

         UP BOLSHEVIKS!

         Labour acknowledged the Bolshevik revolution a trifle belatedly. When Congress acquired the weekly Irish Opinion, later renamed the Voice of Labour, in November 1917, the first issue on 1 December made no mention of Russia, despite including over a page of ‘International notes’. It would soon make make amends. An editorial in the third issue on ‘The Bolsheviks’, encapsulated the popular response to the revolution up to 1920 at least, in treating the Bolsheviks as synonymous with ‘labour’, and emphasising their anti-imperialism and their opposition to the world war.

         
            Labour in Russia was and is honest. In consequence it has given to the world a formula which was worth a Czar’s throne to have given. ‘No annexations, no indemnities, and the right of every nation to determine its own destiny’ … [Kerensky] asked definitely for a revision of war aims and was, not very politely, turned down … The saviours of small nations preferred diplomatic procrastination to the honesty displayed by the Russian Soviet and so the Maximalists displaced Kerensky.2

         

         Contact was made with the Bolsheviks in the new year. In January a joint Labour Party and SPI deputation, comprising William O’Brien, D. R. Campbell and Cathal O’Shannon, met Maxim Litvinov, the Soviet plenipotentiary in London, and appealed for Russian backing for their objectives at international conferences. O’Shannon’s glowing account of the meeting characterised the SPI’s style: Of course the Bolsheviks’ position on Ireland was more complex. V. I. Lenin had been exceptional among them in supporting the Easter Rising. Karl Radek, notoriously, dismissed it as a ‘putsch’, while Leon Trotsky saw it as a hopeless gesture, indicating that ‘The basis for a national revolution has disappeared even in backward Ireland’. Irish anti-imperialism would not subside, Trotsky believed, but the next revolt against British rule would require a working-class basis.4 As late as 1920, Nikolai Bukharin, deputy leader of the Comintern, contended that nationalist unrest in the colonies could have ‘absolutely no direct relation to the developing proletarian revolution’.5 But the SPI rarely probed deeper than the propaganda on Russia. For the most part, its ‘Bolshevism’ amounted to a simple identification with the fact of the October revolution, with the principles of revolution and of a workers’ state. Russian Bolshevism was fitted into Irish conceptions and was to serve Irish Labour’s requirements; not the other way round. It was in its own way a tribute to the self-confidence which the left had acquired from Connolly. 

         
            It was a great pleasure for us to hear him speak of James Connolly, and as he spoke I thought how Connolly’s heart would have rejoiced at the success of the Bolsheviks, and how he would have handled the new situation. In Russia, Litvinoff told us, they had heard of Connolly and his work years ago, even before 1913.3

         

         The initial flush of enthusiasm for Russia climaxed at a rally to hail the revolution in Dublin’s Mansion House on 4 February 1918. The attendance of some 10,000 people ‘far exceeded the too modest expectations of the promoters and the gathering overflowed from the Round Room into the anterooms and passages and out onto Dawson Street’. Thousands lingered late into the night in Dawson Street, savouring the atmosphere. The resolutions passed again focused on international relations:

         
            Whereas the All-Russian Bolshevik Revolution has proved to be the first people’s authority in the world which has applied its professed principles of no annexations and self-determination of subject races and territories within its own boundaries.

            Whereas it has fearlessly challenged the British people to loosen its grip upon Ireland and other so-called dependencies as incompatible with the aforesaid principles.

            Whereas it has so successfully hastened the realisation of suffering mankind’s hopes for a genuine peace on all fronts and the elimination of international chaos and national animosities.

            Therefore be it resolved that this mass meeting of Dublin citizens hails with delight the advent of the Russian Bolshevik Revolution …6

         

         

         THE SPI: FORMATION AND AIMS

         The SPI was the third party to bear that title. The first of the name had been founded on 4 March 1904, following the departure of Connolly to America in 1903 and the decline of his Irish Socialist Republican Party. Like Connolly at this time, the SPI was heavily influenced by the syndicalist precepts of Daniel De Leon and the Socialist Labor Party of America. In line with the antipathy of syndicalists to ‘labour fakirs’, it resolved in 1905 that ‘no official of a Trades Union … be eligible for membership’. The implacable party made derisory progress, and news of Connolly’s doctrinal disputes with De Leon contributed to its dissolution on 4 June 1908. In January 1909, Connolly urged the Dublin left to regroup in a broad-based party, open to leftist nationalists and non-Marxists as well as revolutionaries. The outcome was the launch of another SPI on 13 June 1909.7 The second SPI became indelibly associated with Connolly on his return from the USA in July 1910 to work as party organiser. Branches were formed in Belfast and Cork, and a new programme adopted. Though obviously impressed by American syndicalism, the manifesto confirmed Connolly’s drift to the centre, and was broadly social democratic in philosophy and open on method and aims. By 1912 Connolly had become more anxious about reaching the masses. On Easter Monday 1912, shortly before he proposed to the Irish Trade Union Congress that it create a Labour Party, he formed the Independent Labour Party (of Ireland) to act as a ginger group within the Congress party.8 The Independent Labour Party comprised the SPI, the Belfast branch of the British Socialist Party, and four of Belfast’s five branches of the British Independent Labour Party, united around a minimum programme of class unity. Again reflecting American syndicalism, its aim was an ‘industrial commonwealth’, to be realised through elections, and through industrial unionism, or the organisation of workers in industrial, as distinct from craft, unions. The unity did not survive internal tensions inflamed by the Home Rule crisis and the outbreak of the world war. The Belfast branch disintegrated after August 1914. The Dublin branch reverted to the name ‘SPI’, but took a back seat to Connolly’s work with the ITGWU and the Citizen Army.9 To all intents and purposes, it was defunct before the Easter Rising.

         Remarkably, the Citizen Army’s links with the left withered to insignificance after the Rising. When 210 (out of a total of 340) Citizen Army men and women marched out on Easter Monday, they left the labour movement behind them. Even the ITGWU had come close to repudiating Connolly ten days previously for hoisting a green flag over Liberty Hall. Eleven members of the Army were killed in action. Connolly’s most promising lieutenant, Michael Mallin, was executed on 8 May, and Connolly himself was shot on the 12th. The Rising threw Labour on the defensive. The British had shelled Liberty Hall, seized ITGWU and Congress files, and arrested trade union leaders. The Congress report for 1916, presented in August, denied government and employer allegations of Labour involvement in Easter Week, and dissociated the ITGWU from the Citizen Army. When challenged on the point the ITGWU president, Tom Foran, said his union ‘was proud of the actions taken by the Irish Citizen Army’, but did not seek to amend the report.10 The Citizen Army council was reconstituted in February 1917 and James O’Neill elected commandant, a post he would hold until January 1922. A carpenter and small contractor who had served in the General Post Office in Easter Week, O’Neill opposed anything that would bring the Army under the influence of other bodies. Relations with the ITGWU deteriorated, and it was pressured to vacate Liberty Hall. The Army maintained a limited liaison with the Dublin brigade, IRA, and conducted some arms procurement operations, but O’Neill prevented offensive action pending ‘the big day’.11 

         The SPI was revived on 29 January 1917, and William O’Brien was elected chairman.12 The precise context is unclear, but it was almost certainly part of O’Brien’s design to place himself at the heart of the resurgent ITGWU. O’Brien had worked for the ITGWU from its inception, though a member of the Amalgamated Society of Tailors. During his internment following the Easter Rising, he confided in Cathal O’Shannon his ambitions for the ITGWU.13 On his release from prison in August 1916, he collaborated with Tom Foran in rebuilding the union from the wreckage. With Connolly dead, Jim Larkin, the union’s titular general secretary, in the USA since 1914, and Foran reluctant to take on the secretary’s job, O’Brien had a unique opportunity before him. On 30 December 1916 he applied for membership of the union. Rapid promotion followed. Admitted to the no. 1 branch on 6 January, he was elected vice chairman of the branch committee at the branch’s annual meeting on 21 January.14 The committee was, in effect, the union executive, and Foran was happy for O’Brien to serve, de facto, as general secretary. While O’Brien lacked agitational skills and popular appeal – his forte was management and bargaining – he had the cachet of having been active in Dublin socialist groups since 1899, and a personal friend of Connolly; it was under his roof that Mrs Connolly and her children sheltered in the days after Easter Week.15 The revival of Connolly’s party was the first of many schemes on O’Brien’s part to associate himself with labour’s national martyr, and not without effect. ‘I did not like him’, Peadar O’Donnell recalled, ‘but I respected him. We regarded him as the Lenin of the Labour Movement. The Petrograd Revolution had occurred: we admired it and looked to someone like O’Brien to lead the way.’16 

         After O’Brien, the most important man in the SPI was O’Shannon. Born near Randalstown, County Antrim in 1893, O’Shannon’s childhood set his political values in stone.

         
            My father collecting a few shillings to keep railwaymen on strike, the centenary of the insurrection of 1798, and a few old men talking Irish to a Gaelic League organiser are among my earliest memories. These are the three threads that have run together in one piece in me all through my life.17

         

         Active in labour, republican and literary circles in Belfast from 1908, O’Shannon was drawn to socialism by reading Connolly, joined the second SPI, and worked with Connolly in the ITGWU’s Belfast office in 1913. On Easter Saturday 1916, he mobilised with about 100 volunteers at Coalisland and was interned after the Rising. From 1917 he resumed work for the ITGWU. But if O’Shannon was the SPI’s chief propagandist, and more genuine than O’Brien, he was subordinate to O’Brien in the union, and ultimately that meant the subordination of the party to the union. Tom Johnson was also depicted on occasion as completing the triumvirate of the SPI’s moderate wing. In reality Johnson was not so influential within the party, and his importance derived from his position as treasurer, later secretary, and ideologist of the ILPTUC, the last role a recognition in equal measure of his interest in political writing in a fraternity desperately short of theorists, and his pliant character. A Fabian at heart, Johnson invariably twisted with the prevailing wind. With its first office in room 3, Liberty Hall, the SPI drew its second echelon leaders from ITGWU officials initially. As the party expanded, it attracted a corps of more independent officers. In contrast to its forerunners, the SPI was not a fringe group. Not only would it become the best connected, best resourced Marxist party in Irish history, but it operated during a very propitious period, with ready access to the Labour press. O’Shannon was appointed editor of the Voice of Labour in March 1918; and after the Voice was suppressed in September 1919, he edited its successor, the Watchword of Labour. 

         The SPI advertised itself as founded by Connolly, and adopted the same Irish language title as its predecessor, Cumannacht na hÉireann, sometimes using the Irish title only. O’Shannon, of course, was a keen Gaeilgeor, and articles in Irish by Pádraic Ó Conaire and W. P. Ryan were published occasionally in Irish Opinion, the Voice, and Watchword.18 Ó Conaire spoke on ‘Cumannachas in Éirinn’ in Liberty Hall in March 1919, the proceedings being entirely in Irish.19 Theoretically, the SPI derived its ideas initially from Connolly’s version of industrial unionism. Its object was: ‘An Industrial Commonwealth based upon common ownership of the land and instruments of production, distribution, and exchange, with complete political and social equality between the sexes.’20 By 1920 its constitution had replaced the syndicalist term ‘industrial commonwealth’, with ‘workers’ republic’.21 Despite the early influence of syndicalism, the leading brand of revolutionary socialism of Connolly’s day, party propaganda displayed a livelier interest in Bolshevism, the pre-eminent form of revolutionism after November 1917. O’Shannon, who delighted in describing himself as an ‘Irish Bolshevik’ and insisted that the SPI was Bolshevist, had no difficulty in reconciling syndicalism with Bolshevism, but in the process displayed a dubious grasp of Leninism. Speaking to a Sinn Féin meeting in Belfast on ‘Connolly a Bolshevik’ he declared:

         
            It was important that the similarity of ideas between Connolly and Bolshevism be understood. This similarity was particularly striking in their conception of … representative institutions … in the Soviets the state desiderated by Connolly and the Socialists’ government [was] not by territorial but by industrial representation.22

         

         This naïve view of the meaning of communist rule in Russia would be matched by a simple equation of revolution with democratic direct action, as from December 1917 the Labour weeklies gave favourable coverage to communism throughout Europe, in addition to welcoming soviets – or the seizure by workers of land, creameries, and factories – at home. In the Communist, organ of the CPGB, the Watchword advertised itself as ‘Ireland’s Revolutionary and Communist Organ’.23

         A fatal lack of clarity hamstrung the role of the SPI. Like the Independent Labour Party (of Ireland), it was to be a party within a party; its principles were to be realised by industrial, political and educational means. Industrially it stood for industrial unionism.24 But while the syndicalist impact on labour was very evident by 1918, in the ITGWU especially, and most ITGWU leaders were members of the SPI, the party was not perceived as a distinct influence. Politically, the SPI was committed to the organisation of labour ‘to take political action on independent lines for securing the control of all public elective bodies, and for the mastery of all the public powers of the state’.25 Yet it was reluctant to act independently of the ITGWU or the Labour Party. It found a role in propaganda and education, and its most celebrated initiatives came in foreign policy, on Soviet Russia and assertions of Ireland’s right to self-determination. Arguably, the affirmation of national rights through internationalism was the hallmark of the party, and it is best known for its insistence on recognition of Ireland at international conferences.

         UNLESS YE BECOME AS PROLETARIANS

         The SPI held its inaugural public meetings in March 1917, and enjoyed a promising, if low key, infancy. O’Brien’s diary of 25 March noted that a lecture on ‘The national revival of Bulgaria’ – not the most obvious of topics – attracted 22 recruits, raising membership to 100.26 This mixture of nationalism and internationalism – so graphically captured, in Irish eyes, by the Bolshevik revolution – proved a popular cocktail.

         After the Mansion House meeting in February 1918, an ebullient SPI embarked on a hectic lecture programme. On 9 March Irish Opinion gave notice of forthcoming commemorations of the Paris Commune, May Day, and the centenary of the birth of Karl Marx, a lecture in the Dublin Trades’ Hall on ‘Ireland and the International’, and a lecture to Cumann na mBan, in addition to its usual weekly business meetings. In October the SPI and Dublin trades’ council formed a Russian revolution and republic committee to mark the first anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution. Although the British banned the proposed festivities, two illegal meetings were held, and the SPI published the pamphlet The New Russia.27 The party also moved from Liberty Hall to more spacious accommodation at 42 North Great George’s Street, and reported rising membership.28 Rounding off the year, a mass rally was held on 1 December in the Dublin Trades’ Hall to ‘celebrate the downfall of imperialism in Central Europe, welcome the German and Austrian Republics, and make common cause with the Social Revolution’.29 The SPI’s participation in the international socialist conference in Berne in February 1919 marked the height of the party’s self-confidence. O’Brien attended a number of SPI meetings in January and February 1919 on Berne and labour’s relations with Sinn Féin, noting of one on 28 February: ‘a good attendance … the future looks promising’.30 

         Other SPI activities included running internal discussion groups, a choir, and a ‘workers’ library on Bolshevism’, which introduced Peadar O’Donnell, among others, to Marxism.31 Its edition of Labour, Nationality, and Religion was intended to be the first in a series of Connolly’s selected works. In October 1918 Walter Carpenter Sr undertook a lecture tour of Scotland for the party, addressing 16 meetings on the Irish question.32 Members enjoyed too a lively entertainment scene, featuring regular Saturday socials at 42 North Great George’s Street. On 27 September 1919, the Watchword of Labour reported that ‘The great event of the SPI programme [for the coming season] is the Ceilidh next Saturday in the Round Room of the Mansion House’. ‘Several combinations of musicians’ were promised.

         The party’s most ambitious undertaking was the James Connolly Labour College. The project originated in the Connolly Memorial Children’s Treat, held at Christmas for the poor of Dublin in 1917 and 1918. When the sponsors of the 1918 treat were left with a surplus of £40, they donated the money to the SPI to set up the college.33 The party started courses of lectures in economics and industrial history in early 1919. On 5 June, Connolly’s birthday, O’Brien chaired a fund-raising concert for the college in the Mansion House. The meeting was proscribed and police barred the entrance after about 100 people had been admitted. Efforts by the police to move the crowd towards Grafton Street led to scuffles and an attempt to arrest one of the Citizen Army stewards. Two Citizen Army officers opened fire. Four policemen and two civilians were wounded. The venue was promptly shifted to the Trades’ Hall, and survivors of the shooting sensation arrived in Capel Street astonished to see the festivities in full swing.34 The SPI made good the financial loss through selling a handsome Connolly souvenir. Other subvention came mainly from the ITGWU and rallies in Glasgow and Manchester, at which Constance Markievicz and Hanna Sheehy Skeffington spoke.35 The college was founded at a conference of trade union, co-operative, and SPI delegates in Banba Hall on 2 November 1919, and located in 42 North Great George’s Street. Two hundred and thirty students were enrolled, and lectures – on history, economics, literature, public speaking and the social sciences – commenced on 18 January 1920.36 All of the administrative staff, and many of the teaching staff, were SPI members. An appeal for lecturers in the Watchword of Labour had advised that ‘the working class outlook’ was an essential requirement of their curricula vitae, ‘for unless ye become as proletarians ye cannot enter the “Workers’ Republic”’.37 Tutors included Professor George O’Brien – who presumably became an honorary proletarian – and whose Labour Organization (1921) was the only book on labour written by an Irish academic before 1977. Mrs George Bernard Shaw endowed the college library with 32 volumes of literature. In February the Belfast SPI took steps to initiate a college in the city. Courses were under way in Newbridge, County Kildare, and others were being planned in Meath. Similar initiatives were later reported from Cork, Solohead, Cobh, Bray and Dún Laoghaire, and in August the college held a summer camp at Skerries.38 

         The SPI’s enigmatic reluctance to construct a branch network further illustrates the tenuousness of its à la carte Bolshevism. Irish Opinion had reported on 2 February 1918 that the Dublin branch was ‘preparing for a forward move in Socialist propaganda in the city and outside’ and urged the creation of branches in the provinces. ‘Scatter the seed to the “four winds of Éirinn” and build a branch now’, ran an advertisement in the Voice of Labour on 10 August 1918. A Belfast section existed from 1918, when Seán MacEntee, later a hammer of the left as a minister in Fianna Fáil governments, led local SPI members in the anti-conscription campaign.39 An ‘informal’ socialist conference was held in Drogheda in August 1919, during the ILPTUC annual congress, but the Voice could only cite meetings in Naas and Newbridge, County Kildare which resulted from it, and noted feebly that it ‘would be gratified’ to hear from other centres.40 Peadar O’Donnell later claimed that his efforts to start branches in Monaghan and Derry in the summer of 1919 were frustrated by internal feuding in Dublin.41 A Cork branch was reported in 1919, and others in Sligo and Newbridge in 1920.42 It was a bewilderingly meagre performance for a party with the Labour press, the ITGWU’s extensive infrastructure, and most of the sharpest organisers in the trade union movement at its disposal.

         BOLSHEVISM AS FOREIGN POLICY

         With members in the highest councils of the Labour Party, and links with the Easter Rising, the SPI was well placed to influence both Labour and Sinn Féin. Even as O’Brien was founding the SPI, he was canvassing for Count Plunkett in the Roscommon by-election. Subsequently he assisted Sinn Féin in the South Longford and East Clare by-elections of 1917. He was also a grey eminence behind the ‘national assembly’ summoned by Count Plunkett in April 1917, though Dublin trades’ council recoiled from association with Sinn Féin at this time, and instructed him not to attend.43 The conscription crisis in the spring of 1918 shifted Labour’s position to one of enthusiastic involvement with consensus nationalism; the more so as the general strike against conscription on 23 April contributed to a significant growth in trade union membership over the following weeks. In September Labour was sanguine enough to appoint O’Brien, Johnson and O’Shannon to write its manifesto for contesting the forthcoming general election on an independent, abstentionist platform. Subsequently, O’Brien, O’Shannon and Tom Farren held secret talks with Sinn Féin on an election pact.44 The collapse of the national consensus on abstention from Westminster – precipitated by the approaching end of the world war and the conscription threat – left Labour timorous about a deal with Sinn Féin, while its lack of a political machine made it uneasy about standing independently. Although a high proportion of those who spoke against withdrawal from the election at Labour’s special conference on 1 November were SPI men, other members, such as O’Brien and Johnson, argued in favour.45 Over the next two years the pattern repeated itself; SPI leaders were at the heart of Labour’s collusion with republicans, yet the party was redundant to Labour policy on nationalism. 

         The SPI retained a niche role in Labour’s foreign policy. It was perceived as being more acceptable to continental parties than the ILPTUC, which did not adopt a socialist programme until November 1918, and more easily intelligible than Labour’s syndicalist format which contained no specific political structures. The demise of the Second International on the outbreak of the First World War had closed one chapter in socialist internationalism. The first Russian revolution opened the prologue to another. While four inter-allied socialist meetings were held in London during the war, a universal conference was regarded as an essential symbol of a new beginning. In a prescient reading of the times, Dublin trades’ council called in February 1917 for separate Irish representation at all international labour conferences.46 When the Petrograd soviet and a Dutch–Scandinavian socialist committee called for an international labour conference to meet in Stockholm, the ILPTUC executive agreed to send a delegation, mandated to ‘seek to establish the Irish Labour Party as a distinct unit in the international labour movement’, and to support peace without annexations or indemnities, on the basis of national self-determination. The SPI too intended to send a representative, but the initiative came to nothing as the British government refused passports to the delegates.47 O’Brien attended the conference at Leeds in June 1917, however, convened by the British United Socialist Council to salute the Russian revolution, and he insisted on speaking as a fraternal emissary from the SPI, and not as a ‘British’ delegate. His speech pleaded for the release of Irish political prisoners, and Countess Markievicz in particular.48 After meeting Litvinov in January 1918, the joint Labour Party–SPI deputation attending the British Labour Party conference at Nottingham, and held discussions with Camille Huysmans, secretary of the International Socialist Bureau. Another mission to England followed in April, and secured the opposition of the British labour movement to the application of conscription in Ireland.49 

         Labour’s foreign policy took shape in late 1918. At its annual conference in August, the ILPTUC called for the re-establishment of the Second International. The motion enjoyed SPI approval, despite the Bolsheviks’ hostility to the Second International, and a Congress–SPI committee was created as the ‘Irish section of the International’. In November, an ILPTUC special conference endorsed a ‘statement of international aims’, proclaiming Labour’s adherence to ‘the Russian formula’ of peace based on self-determination, no annexations, and no indemnities; demanding that the right of self-determination be extended to all subject peoples; and protesting at the ‘capitalist outlawry’ of Soviet Russia. The ‘international committee’ of the Labour Party also addressed an open letter to the workers of Britain, seeking their support for self-determination.50

         Sinn Féin’s landslide victory in the 1918 general election left Labour with misgivings about its pre-election timidity. Anxious to assert itself within the new order, it determined to make the most of the forthcoming conference in Berne on reviving the International. Congress appointed a four-man team for Berne on 28 December.51 The SPI was unanimously in favour of participation. It later pleaded to Moscow that its aims were:

         
            First: to cleanse the working class movement from the elements of social patriotism and coalition with capitalism which had characterised, in particular, the British, French, Belgian, and German constituents during the war.

            
                

            

            Second: to bring before the world the subject condition of Ireland under a military terrorism fully endorsed by the British Labour Party.52

         

         On 1 January O’Brien and Séamus Hughes, secretary to the ITGWU executive and an SPI activist, met Richard Mulcahy, TD, regarding Berne. Republicans too had an agenda for Berne, hoping to have their case aired internationally, and Éamon de Valera later acknowledged: ‘When we wanted the help of Labour in Berne, Labour gave it to us’.53 After TDs assembled on 14 January to prepare constitutional documents for the first Dáil, a Sinn Féin press release stated:

         
            A document drafted by the Irish Workers’ Delegation of the International Conference was submitted to the members present, and it was decided that the statement of national claims set out were heartily approved. A committee was appointed to draw up the draft of a programme of constructive work on democratic lines in consultation with the Labour leaders.
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