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Introduction



Who fears to speak of the Easter Rising?


How should we remember the Irish rebels who stormed the GPO 100 years ago and launched an uprising against British rule? Ireland, it seems, is a country divided not just by partition, but by a clash of opinions on how this seminal event should be commemorated.


One section of the political class, led by figures such as former Taoiseach John Bruton, argue that we should be ashamed and feel guilty. From this perspective, the Rising put the gun into Irish politics. It gave birth to political violence and damaged the Irish psyche. Such a view finds no shortage of friends with similar assessments in the pages of Ireland’s biggest-selling paper the Irish Independent and in the establishment paper the Irish Times. Perhaps such a view should come as no real surprise, as both papers expressed a similar editorial sentiment a century ago in the days following the Easter Rising.


From this perspective, the centenary is surely no time for celebration – quite the opposite in fact. The event itself is seen as an act of armed rebellion by an extremist group outside the mainstream of nationalist politics with no electoral mandate. It is viewed with disdain, all the more so because the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland was in all-out war with Germany. In case you are unclear about how treacherous the rebels were, we are reminded that the Great War had the overwhelming support of Ireland’s democratically elected representatives to the UK Parliament and that the leaders of the rebellion had sought and received aid from Germany.


Dennis Kennedy, former deputy editor of the Irish Times, captured well the attitude of those hostile to the Rising. Writing in the Irish Times on how we should approach the centenary commemoration, he described the rebels as: ‘Ideologues with no electoral support, prepared to kill and destroy in pursuit of their political aims’. He went on:




The long shadow of the gunman of 1916 has helped inspire IRA campaigns in practically every decade since 1922, and still does today.1





A less overtly hostile view is expressed by the Irish government when marking the centenary. However, what comes across is not enthusiasm and admiration when looking back on the Rising, but ambiguity tinged with embarrassment. How else would one assess the now infamous 80-second promotional video titled ‘Ireland Inspires 2016’, released to coincide with the launch of the official 2016 centenary programme at the GPO? Vacuous and banal, the film was a comedy-sketch writer’s dream. In a video that features poets, U2, Bob Geldof, The Queen of England, David Cameron and various sports stars, at no point are Patrick Pearse, James Connolly or indeed any of the other 1916 leaders mentioned. In an act of sycophantic flattery aimed at the corporate and global business world, the video features references to the social media companies Facebook and LinkedIn, both of which have established operation in Ireland in recent years.


There is nothing wrong with giving positive endorsement to multinational companies and signalling that your country is open for business if that is what you are into. However, in an 80-second video launching the official commemoration of the Easter Rising, this is bizarre. No wonder outraged relatives of those who fought in the Easter Rising described government commemoration plans as a joke. Producing a centenary piece that shows Queen Elizabeth, David Cameron, Enda Kenny and Ian Paisley, but not Patrick Pearse and James Connolly nor even a single mention of the Rising or any figure involved, tells us something. It indicates a nervousness and reluctance on the part of those in power to embrace the motives, ideas and people of the Easter Rising. Rather than remembering the founding of a nation, they preferred to produce what looks like a Bórd Fáilte (Irish Tourist Board) video mixed with a promotional film pitching for economic investment overseas. Satirists call it the ‘Don’t Mention the War’ video.


One does not have to agree with the John Brutons and Dennis Kennedys of this world, but at least they are honest and forthright in their condemnation of the Easter Rising and its legacy. On the other hand, Taoiseach Enda Kenny and those in control of the Centenary Celebrations have acted in bad faith. They talk in doublespeak and clichés. Their energy is not directed at genuinely exploring or celebrating the legacy of the Rising but rather controlling it. They are hostile to any spontaneous and grass-roots expression of Irish nationalism outside of their control and have tried desperately to sanitise and neuter the widespread involvement of ordinary people in the Centenary Celebrations.


The government’s attitude mirrors the fear of popular nationalism and contempt for ordinary people found in elites across Europe; these are the kind of people more comfortable conferencing with other world leaders than with the demands of their own people.


The notorious video ‘Ireland Inspires’, now quietly dropped after howls of protest, is a metaphor for a managerialist breed of politics which is the antithesis of just about everything the republicans of 1916 stood for. Today’s Irish government practices a type of elite politics not only aloof from ordinary people, but also a million miles removed from radical ideas contained in the proclamation read out on the steps of the GPO 100 years ago.


The Easter Rising, born of political violence, gave birth to the independent nation state over which Kenny governs, yet his political class writhes uncomfortably at any mention of real sovereignty as expressed by those who fought and died for it in 1916. No doubt they would love to cast a spell visiting a collective amnesia over the nation so they could move on and cosy up to the Brussels elite, safe in the notion of never having to account for how the Republic of Ireland’s independence was won or what genuine sovereignty means. This political class is embarrassed by 1916 but most are afraid to say so publically, hence they practice the politics of ambiguity and dishonest historical revision as a way of avoiding the truth and real debate.


An example of such bad faith and deceit was the report from the British-Irish Parliamentary assembly, warning against ‘triumphalist’ celebrations of the centenary of the Easter Rising lest they encourage violence and tension. In a staggering piece of myth-making, these British and Irish parliamentarians warn us that the commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the Rising ‘contributed to the environment from which the troubles emerged later’.2 So now we know why the 30-year conflict in the north of Ireland broke out – the 50th anniversary commemorations of the Easter Rising whipped republicans up into such a frenzy that they thought ‘let’s start killing people’. These overwrought warnings touch on an almost paranoid fear of ordinary people engaging in spontaneous mass celebration of this key event in Irish history. Republicans marching to commemorate 1916 did not cause the troubles. They were caused by sectarianism built into the fabric of the six-county state. It was the denial of civil rights and the beating down of protests asking for civil rights that caused the emergence of the conflict – not the 1916 commemorations.


Part of the reason why the centenary is so sensitive is because of the legacy of conflict in the Six Counties and the current peace process.


Many politicians, writers and academics who support the peace process both fear the Centenary Celebrations and also see them as an opportunity. In effect, the Easter Rising is being used as a vehicle to promote and connect people to the peace process under the guise of reconciliation and respecting traditions. Hence, the signing of the Ulster Covenant, the First World War, the Easter Rising and other events are being collapsed together in what is now referred to as ‘a decade of centenaries’ and packaged as a means of promoting respect and mutual understanding between unionist and nationalists when it comes to remembering those who fought for Britain in the Great War and those who rose up against Britain in the Easter Rising.


Writers, politicians and other academics tell us that this decade of centenaries should be used to promote peace and reconciliation. In other words, we have the discipline of history being manipulated to suit a contemporary political imperative. In short, history is to be bastardised when it suits, in order to underpin the politics of the peace process. This is a dangerous and foolhardy approach.


An equally disturbing trend has been the attempt to silence and suppress those who wish to make a moral distinction between those Irish men who fought for the British army in World War One and those Irish republicans who fought against the British Empire in the Easter Rising. There is a moral equivalence, we are told. President Higgins, The Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, the majority of the media and writers warn against making a moral distinction. To challenge the orthodoxy of moral equivalence is to be divisive and irresponsible, they inform us.


But, to suspend critical judgement on the rights and wrongs of this historical period is to lose oneself in non-judgementalism and relativism. Let us make our position very clear at the outset. Those Irishmen who fought for the British Empire in the Great War fought for the wrong country and died for the wrong cause. Those Irish republicans who fought and died in the GPO and elsewhere fought for freedom and self-determination and against British colonialism – they fought for the right country and they died for a noble cause. The moral distinction between these two groups is quite clear. We should not be afraid to tell the truth when looking back on those historical moments at the GPO and Somme, where Irishmen fought, killed and died.


The British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly Report expresses a fear that some people ‘opposed to the progress made under the peace process in recent years, may attempt to exploit the anniversaries to project a negative message and further division between the communities in northern Ireland’. This reads as a coded warning to anyone who is not prepared to massage the history and politics of 1916 for feel-good purposes of the present. The second problem is that the Irish Parliamentary Assembly Report does just that. It contrives an ahistorical, manipulated and retrospective consensus about the legacy of 1916 and other events in order to bolster, in the crudest of ways, the contemporary peace process.


It is worth remembering the words of historian Roy Foster at this point, when he said that ‘for all the well-meaning government rhetoric about “our shared history”, revolutions are about antagonism, not reconciliation’. This is all the more true when it comes to the causes of the Easter Rising. No amount of fuzzy peace process language about shared pasts and futures can avoid the reality. The cause was hatred of British occupation of Ireland and a desire to challenge the barbarism of World War One. The Rising was about hatred of British colonialism, a willingness to deploy political violence and a willingness to die for a cause. Not much ambiguity there. As Thomas MacDonagh, one of the leaders of the Rising, wrote in a letter to his wife Muriel a few hours before his execution, ‘I counted the cost of this and I’m ready to pay for it’. Joseph Plunkett, another of the executed leaders, was equally forthright as to what the Easter Rising was all about. In a letter to his fiancée Grace on the morning of his surrender, he wrote ‘the Empire is dead: Ireland’s journey to freedom continues’.


There is nothing wrong with historical revisionism in the correct sense of the word. It is no bad thing to re-examine the past and try to understand its connection to where we are now. In this respect, we welcome the competing interpretations of the 1916 Rising that vie for people’s attention. In fact, this book is a humble attempt to put on record our own interpretation of why the Rising happened and what its impact was in terms of legacy. Looking back through the historical records, what is striking is the extent to which the impact of the event was felt not only in Ireland and Britain, but right across the world. We argue that the international shockwaves and their effect on anti-First World War movements and politics mean that the 1916 Easter Rising was a historic event in global terms.


In chapter one, ‘History wars’, we examine the competing interpretations of the Easter Rising by re-visiting key anniversaries in previous decades. What shines through is the attempt by various groups to not only pass judgement on the men and women of 1916, but to take control and ownership of anniversary commemorations, as a way of trying to shut others out. This leads us to an assessment of historical revisionism and the battle of ideas waged between different historians and commentators in interpreting the legacy of Easter 1916.


Chapter two, ‘The Rising in history’, locates the Easter Rising in the wider context of inter-imperialist rivalries, which developed in the lead up to the Great War. One of the biggest mistakes people make when looking at the Rising is trying to understand it within the narrow context of Irish politics and history alone. Here, we deliberately contextualise the origins of the Rising emerging in response and as a challenge to the catastrophe of the First World War. Consequently, we draw out the links between inter-imperialist tensions, labour unrest in Britain and Ireland, and the growing revolt against the World War in both countries. The parades and beating drums, the flags and the arms shipments and the fighting of Easter 1916 would hardly have been possible in a different time. Putting the history of the Rising back into the story of the Great War we think greatly helps to explain a lot of what was really going on.


Chapter three, ‘A shot that echoed around the world’, examines reactions to the Easter Rising in Britain, Europe and the wider world. This section represents one of the central aims of the book, where we document the response of people across the globe to what was a world historic event. We reveal the shock of the British establishment, but also the admiration and support for the Rising, from a range of radical thinkers, activists and working-class people in Britain, from Sylvia Pankhurst to John MacLean. The Easter Rising was a bolt of lightning that inspired anti-imperialists from across the world to rise up against their colonial masters, and in this sense, its significance needs to be understood as stretching far beyond Europe. In this chapter, we document how Bolshevik leader Vladimir Lenin clearly grasped that the Rising was in fact the first anti-war uprising against the barbarism of the Somme. To those who try to label the Easter Rising a parochial squabble and sideshow to the Great War, this chapter will destroy such illusions. It reveals just how inspired progressive people were by the Easter Rising and the War of Independence from India to Burma, and from Trotsky to Ho Chi Minh.


Chapter four, ‘Revising the Rising’, analyses the attempts by various historians to evaluate the motivations and historical impact of Easter 1916. Some historians accuse Connolly and Pearse of promoting sectarianism and creating partition. After examining the various debates between different groups, we identify where the revisionists had a point, and where they did not. Our argument here is that at heart, the real contest in Irish history writing is not between old fashioned, nationalist, mainstream historians and bold, daring revisionists on the other side. Rather, we conclude that some historians, in keeping with the outlook of much of the Irish intelligentsia throughout the 20th century, recoil from Irish nationalism and republicanism because it is popular. We draw out how some are motivated more by fear of grass roots republicanism than by academic rigour.


Chapter five, ‘Historical Memory and the Peace Process’, looks at the politics of commemoration, and the way that the official Decade of Centenaries has been framed to downgrade the Rising by drowning the event in a whole host of other commemorations – of the Battle of the Somme, the Dublin lock-out and even the signing of the Ulster Covenant. Here we take issue with the idea that all those who suffer should be honoured, and argue instead that some causes are more honourable than others.


Thanks are due to Kevin Bean, Phil Ferguson, Eve Kay, Kirk Leech and Michael Silvestri, and also to Michael Fitzpatrick, Phil Mullan, Frank Furedi and Aidan Campbell for their work on Ireland and the national question over the years.


We dedicate the book to the memory of Leo Gabriel O’Neill, republican and socialist.





Chapter one



History wars


Who’s afraid of the Easter Rising? 100 years ago, on Easter Monday 1916, a few hundred men started a rebellion against British rule in Ireland. They seized the General Post Office in Dublin where they read out a proclamation inaugurating the Irish Republic. Though they fought bravely their forces were divided before the Rising began. After a week of intense artillery bombardment the Rising was crushed, the rebels rounded up and their leaders executed.


Within three years the Irish people had turned their back on the British Empire and elected a rebel parliament. What looked to many at the time like a quixotic act turned out to be the ‘blood sacrifice’ that would set Ireland on the road to freedom.


The Rising of 1916 was celebrated on the 50th anniversary in 1966 as the foundational act of the Irish Republic. A film was made, medals were struck, and the act was celebrated across the land. 25 years later on the 75th anniversary, in 1991, the Taoiseach Charlie Haughey rushed through a ‘short, dignified ceremony’ and issued some stamps commemorating the Rising. The whole event was over so quickly that some of the officials taking part were locked out of the Post Office.


The commemoration of historical events can be important affairs for states; the ownership of the past establishes the hierarchy in the present. Telling a national story is a way of building solidarity. But the origins of the Irish state of today in the Rising of 1916, and the independence struggle that followed it, have proved deeply uncomfortable to its present-day leaders.


Between the anniversaries of 1966 and 1991 people’s idea of the Rising had changed. Heroic sacrifice it seemed on the 50th anniversary, but 25 years later a lot of people were saying that it was the act of political extremists – even Fascists – that put the gun into Irish politics, at a terrible cost in human lives over the decades.


Between 1966 and 1991 all changed when guerrilla war broke out once again in the six north-eastern counties of the Province of Ulster – that part of Ireland that had not joined the Free State in 1921, but instead had been kept in the United Kingdom. The so-called ‘troubles’ broke out in 1969, a conflict first between Civil Rights protestors and the Northern Irish State, quickly overcome by a state of war between Irish republicans and the British Army; that war led many to despair that Irish republicanism would always tend towards violence.


Many remembered that the young men and women who took up the gun had often been moved by the 1966 celebrations commemorating the Easter Rising 50 years earlier. Innocent and cheerful celebrations, but did they inspire a new generation to take up arms in the cause of the Irish Republic?


Some of those who took part in the first civil rights protests in the Six Counties in 1969–70 wondered where the bright future of those days had gone. The mood of sixties protest gave way to sour warfare and even sectarianism. Does Ireland suffer under the burden of too much history, they worried?


Genuflecting to the totems of the Easter Rising was less liberation than conformism, they thought, the past weighing down upon the future. Historians and political scientists set about re-examining the history, bravely tearing down the heroes of yesteryear in books and articles. An oedipal revolt against the men of Easter began.


Truth to tell there was always a strong streak of distaste for the Easter Rising. Most obviously the British statesmen, military leaders and British propagandists and historians have painted a harsh picture of the Rising and the traditions it gave rise to – which is hardly surprising since the rebellion was made against them. In the Six Counties, the political leaders of the Northern Irish State and the Orange Order that sustained them carried a special hatred for the men and women who challenged British rule in Ireland. In the south of Ireland, too, the respectable people who only wanted to hold together an orderly state and make their peace with the British Empire were shamed by that constant reprimand that the Easter Rising was to them: why is Ireland still divided?


Looking back at the history of Ireland in the 20th century many have properly focussed their attention on what is specific and unique to the country and its traditions. But looking today, in this parade of centenary commemorations, it is hard not to be struck by just how much the story of Ireland’s uprising was a part and parcel of a conflict that was taking place across the whole world, the Great War, the First World War, from 1914 to 1919.


‘The Easter Rising damaged the Irish psyche’, said the former Taoiseach, John Bruton at a debate at the Irish Embassy on the centenary of the Irish Home Rule Bill, 1 July 2014. The Rising was ‘completely unnecessary’, and ‘led directly to the brutal violence of the war of independence and the civil war that followed’. The Rising’s leader Patrick Pearse ‘had justified the provos’ – the Provisional IRA.


These words are striking because the Easter Rising, the rebellion of 1916 led by Patrick Pearse, has until recently been held to be the beginning of Ireland’s emergence as an independent state, with a government chosen by its own people – the very government that John Bruton led.


In Ireland today the history of the independence movement that sustained the people for so long is being re-written.


With the 100th anniversary of the rising approaching the Irish Times was genuinely worried. ‘The Rising was a complex event’, they wrote: ‘There is a danger that shorn of context, it can be presented as a glorification of the cult of violence, as happened in 1966’.1 The spectre of the 50th anniversary of the Rising, in 1966, is almost as problematic as the original event of 1916. That is because many believe that the forthright celebration of that anniversary led directly to the outbreak of conflict in the still-occupied Six Counties of northern Ireland in 1969. So, for example, a special report by the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly worries that Eamon De Valera’s celebrations in 1966 ‘may have contributed to the environment from which the troubles may have emerged later in the decade’. Celebrating history in Ireland, it seems, is fraught with fears of stirring up ancient hatreds.
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Éamon de Valera inspecting the troops, Easter 1966


The Rising, claims the leading political commentator Stephen Collins, was a violent conspiracy that was out of keeping with the Irish Parliamentary Party of John Redmond. ‘Most of our modern political leaders have far more in common with the values of the old Irish Parliamentary Party and its leader than they have with those who directed the activities of the Irish Republican Brotherhood’ – the militants of the Rising. ‘Yet our current generation of politicians’, writes Collins, are ‘falling over themselves to pay obeisance to revolutionary leaders whose values they don’t actually share’. Angered by the revolutionary moment embedded in Irish politics, Collins protests that ‘the majority of law-abiding people who live by democratic standards are required to despise those earlier generations who adhered to the same values’ – Redmond and the Parliamentarians, he means – ‘while honouring those who rejected them’, the rebels.2


This view of the Rebels of 1916 would surely have been welcomed by English Tories of 100 years ago, but it is a surprise to hear an Irish political journalist dismiss the event that won Ireland its own parliament and right to debate its freedom as anti-democratic. Such, though, is the discomfort of the Irish political class with their own history, a discomfort that is driving them to dismiss it.


‘I think 1916 is very problematic and the legacy is particularly problematic – the legacy of 1916 in the Republic’, said Eoghan Harris, the television journalist and political commentator. Harris turned away from his republicanism of earlier days to compare the 1916 Easter Rising with the Loyalist-inspired promise of the Ulster loyalists to break Home Rule: ‘I regard the Ulster Covenant of 1912 as a fundamentally delinquent political act, like I regard the 1916 Rising as a delinquent political act’.


The Easter Rising, Harris was saying, was ‘what I call a delusionary reaction’. Pearse’s view that ‘if the Ulstermen have guns in their hands, we should have guns in our hands’, was ‘bullshit’. Sir Edward Carson, the Tory leader of the Ulster Covenanters, ‘was very like Pearse in the kind of delusionary rhetoric he engaged in’. Harris, who had after all been a leading figure in Sinn Fein once, said he was ‘very sorry that Pearse took up that kind of republicanism, which was delusionary and abstract compared to Wolfe Tone’s republicanism’. According to Harris, Pearse was ‘in a big tradition of European romanticism at that time, like a whole kind of fevered delusionary nationalism’ (‘to think that he could take German aid and there’d be no consequence to it’).3


The commemoration of the centenary of the Easter Rising is all the more problematic because it falls in the middle of another centenary: that of the Great War. Eoghan Harris contrasts the illegitimate Ulster Covenant with the ‘completely different’ Battle of the Somme. Remembering the Great War is itself a difficult and painful business for nations that have struggled over the intervening decades to put the violent chauvinism that drove them to slaughter one another behind them. Juggling the competing demands of honouring the war dead and preserving the peace is a problem across Europe. With the events of 1916 it is all the more difficult because the nation itself came to independence through the struggles of that time.


In October 2012 the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly drafted a special report called ‘A Decade of Commemorations’. There the modern-day allies looked back nervously on their contested history. Hopefully, they argued that the ‘British and Irish should commemorate histories together’ – meaning the histories of the Great War and of the Easter Rising. Setting out their priorities they said that ‘firstly we want to prevent the distortion of history that could be used to serve certain negative political movements’. Was this perhaps a slight at the British Education Minister, Michael Gove, who had deplored the pacifistic teaching of the British war effort? No. The fear was not one of British nationalism. Rather it was a fear of militant Irish republicanism. History, it seems, is too politically sensitive to be left to the historians, or to be allowed to speak for itself, but must be bent to meet the needs of today’s elite. The ‘Parliamentarians’ set out their hope that the centenary should be used to ‘work towards reconciliation’.


One way in which the Irish people are being asked to re-write their own history is to celebrate the militarism of the British Army in 1914. Though the meaning of the Easter Rising was a revolt against the beating of the Imperial Drum, Irish President Michael Higgins said at the dedication of a cross of sacrifice at Glasnevin Cemetery in Dublin, 1 August 2014, that ‘we need to undo the disrespect that was sometimes shown to those who fought’ in the 1914–19 war. Of course it would be truer to say that the disrespect was aimed at the recruiting sergeants who led those men to their slaughter. Still Higgins warmed to his theme of praising the sacrifices of British militarism: ‘To all of the fallen in their silence we offer our own silence, without judgment, and with respect for their ideals as they knew them, and for the humanity they expressed towards each other’.
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