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Easter 1916

The British labour movement and James Connolly were well acquainted. 
Connolly, born in Edinburgh in 1868 of Irish parents, had from his youth 
immersed himself in socialism and trade unionism. In Scotland, Ireland 
and the United States he became a workers’ leader, agitator and Marxist 
writer. He met, worked with or argued against many of the famous British 
socialists of his generation, including H. M. Hyndman, Eleanor Marx 
and Keir Hardie. Then, in Dublin, Easter 1916, he led his Irish Citizen 
Army to fight side by side with combatants from another, but particularly 
Irish, tradition: that of Irish Republicanism or Fenianism. At first glance 
this seemed a peculiar alliance; a socialist whose theory insisted it was 
class allegiance that mattered joining with those who stressed national 
identity. Connolly realised there were those who would ask questions. 
Within days of the defeat of the alliance he had been executed, but just 
before his death he asked his daughter, Nora, if she had read the socialist 
papers. He said, ‘They will never understand why I am here ’. He added, 
‘They will all forget that I am an Irishman’. That was never going to be 
a sufficient explanation.

Guns in Dublin and Beyond

The Irish Republican Brotherhood and, as a junior partner, the Irish 
Citizen Army seized Dublin’s main post office on Easter Monday 1916 
and declared the establishment of the Irish Republic. So began Ireland’s 
Easter Rising, an insurrection against British rule. The ‘rebellion’, as 
British politicians preferred to call it, lasted less than a week and ended 
in surrender. The dead included 450 Irish and 100 British soldiers. In the 
immediate aftermath 14 leaders of the Rising were shot by the British 
military authorities. One hundred and sixty others were charged and 
imprisoned for offences connected to the Rising, and 1,862 men and five 
women were deported to England and interned without trial. Many of 
these had no involvement in the Rising.
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Before the Rising, the political leadership in Ireland was held by the 
Irish Parliamentary Party – or Nationalists – led by John Redmond, which 
advocated devolution or Home Rule but supported the maintenance of 
the constitutional link with Britain. After Easter 1916 the leadership 
passed to Sinn Féin who, following the example of the Rising, sought 
the establishment of an independent Irish Republic. The contest for 
that Republic, against the British government and minority opinion in 
Ireland, mainly in the northeast, dominated the politics of Ireland for the 
next five and a half years. It also became an issue of contention within 
Britain itself and attracted significant international attention. These were 
revolutionary times when, at their end, one existing political system and 
state formation was replaced by another. That was signposted with the 
signing of the Articles of Agreement for a Treaty Between Great Britain 
and Ireland (or Anglo–Irish Treaty) in December 1921. 

The verdict of the vast majority of historians of these years, Irish and 
British, is that the British overreacted to the Rising, creating martyrs and 
giving the impression that they were no longer interested in ‘Justice for 
Ireland’, to recall the mission of William Gladstone who a generation 
before had tried to enact Irish Home Rule. In the aftermath of the Rising 
different emotions held sway. When the British government’s Chief 
Secretary for Ireland and Liberal Member of Parliament, Augustine 
Birrell, did the decent thing and stood down because the Rising was 
on his watch, he referred to it in his resignation speech to the House 
of Commons as, ‘this great evil’.1 The passing of a few years did not 
always calm emotions. Also in the Commons, more than four and a half 
years after the event, another Chief Secretary and Liberal MP, Sir Hamar 
Greenwood, told the Commons, ‘I always think that the rebellion of 1916 
was the greatest crime in modern history.’2

What fuelled such overreaction was not just the traditional 
emotionalism to which British politicians have often been prone when 
Irish disaffection is concerned but also, in this instance, the fact that in 
1916 the United Kingdom and the British Empire were at war. Thus not 
only would the British define the Rising as a rebellion in normal circum-
stances, it was especially traitorous because the rest of the ‘nation’ was 
involved in a life and death struggle for what was, many assumed, its 
very existence. 

The Great War had commenced in August 1914 and, although it had 
not done so with unanimous support in Britain and Ireland, certainly 
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there was majority backing, especially after war had been declared. Two 
examples, relevant to what follows, can be given. The first is Redmond. 
The war’s outbreak had been accompanied by what was, for him, a 
dream realised, the promise of Home Rule. While the application of the 
relevant legislation was postponed until the end of the war or for two 
years, whichever came later, and while the legislation itself had included 
a proposed partition of Ireland, temporary or longer it was not clear, 
nevertheless the pledge was there. With this in his pocket Redmond 
declared his Irish Volunteers, a private militia originally raised to ensure 
previous promises of Home Rule were kept, would now become an 
army of defence against any German invasion. He took this to its logical 
conclusion telling his soldiers to ‘account yourselves as men, not only in 
Ireland but wherever the firing line extends’. He thus became a recruiter 
for the British war effort and its army. As many as 50,000 Irishmen 
enlisted in the first six months, 140,000 in all. Redmond’s encourage-
ment was only one of many reasons for this, but undoubtedly one it was.3

The second relevant example of the pro-war sentiment is the British 
labour movement. That is defined here and throughout as the Labour 
Party, its political affiliates, most notably the Independent Labour Party 
(ILP) and Fabian Society, the trade unions as represented by the Trades 
Union Congress (TUC) and those left-wing socialist parties or groups 
outside the Labour Party, such as the British Socialist Party (BSP). Not 
all of these supported participation in the war. Indeed, on the eve of the 
conflict, there was the following:

Hold vast demonstrations against war in every industrial centre 
... There is no time to lose ... Workers, stand together therefore for 
peace! Combine and conquer the militarist enemy and the self-seeking 
Imperialists to-day, once and for all. ... Down with class rule. Down 
with the rule of brute force. Down with war. Up with the peaceful rule 
of the people.

(Signed on behalf of the British Section of the International Socialist 
Bureau.)
August 1 1914
J. Keir Hardie 
Arthur Henderson
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Hardie and Henderson were leaders of the Labour Party, the 
International Socialist Bureau was the organising body of the Second 
International or Socialist International to which Labour, the ILP, the 
Fabians and the BSP were affiliated. The International had warned 
of capitalist war and declared resistance to it in numerous conference 
resolutions and speeches from the 1890s onwards. They turned out to be 
mere words. Only the major socialist parties in Russia, Serbia and Ireland 
opposed the war. One of the signatories of the above, Arthur Henderson, 
was soon putting his name to another document, issued by leaders of 
British trade unions, supporting participation in the war and declaring 
that the reason for the conflict was that Germany was ‘seeking to become 
the dominant power in Europe, with the Kaiser the dictator over all.’ 
The other signatory of the previous statement, Keir Hardie, the first ever 
Labour MP and first Labour Party leader, continued to oppose the war as 
did the ILP both on largely pacifist grounds. Hardie died a broken man 
the following year. 

In the month the war began, the TUC and the Labour Party leaderships 
declared an industrial truce for the duration of the conflict. The same 
month, the Labour Party declared an electoral truce. Arthur Henderson 
became leader of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP), succeeding 
Ramsay MacDonald who had opposed the war. Henderson became a 
member of the coalition government in May 1915, an enrolment over-
whelmingly endorsed at the TUC conference in September 1915 and 
the Labour Party conference in January 1916. The leadership of the 
trade unions agreed to the Treasury Agreements of March 1915 and the 
Munitions of War Act of July 1915 which outlawed strikes and imposed 
compulsory arbitration. In early 1916, when the government introduced 
conscription, although the Labour Party and trade union leaderships 
opposed the bill when it was tabled, a special party conference decided 
to offer no further opposition. In pursuit of victory in the war all other 
political matters which had preoccupied minds prior to August 1914 were 
put aside by most leading protagonists, be it the suffragettes campaigning 
for votes for women, Irish Home Rulers and those resisting them, or the 
leaders of the growing tide of industrial militancy. Even the left-wing 
BSP supported the war. As MacDonald declared, ‘when this war broke 
out organised Labour in this country lost the initiative. It became a mere 
echo of the old governing classes’ opinion.’4
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The British Left and Ireland, 1916

The Labour Party was established in 1906, its precursor, the Labour 
Representation Committee (LRC) in 1900. By the second general 
election of 1910 it had secured 42 seats in the House of Commons – 
all but one of which were in constituencies where the Liberals did not 
stand, the consequence of early Liberal and Labour cooperation. By 1916 
Labour had a membership of 2,220,000, but these were in trade unions 
and political organisations that affiliated to the party en masse; Labour 
did not have individual membership until 1918. The early motivation 
for the party sprang from the desire to increase working class represen-
tation in parliament and to reverse anti-trade union legislation. Many 
of the early prominent figures in the party reflected such concerns. For 
example, Henderson had started his political life as a Liberal, and while he 
became a trade union leader in the North of England he was a negotiator 
rather than a strike caller, someone who favoured employers and unions 
coming together to resolve difference rather than confronting each other. 
His non-conformist preaching and temperance advocacy underlined his 
actual and political sobriety.5 

What ideology Labour had in these early years tended to be supplied 
by its two major political affiliates, the ILP and the Fabian Society. The 
ILP had been formed in 1893 and while it was more explicitly political 
than the pre-1918 Labour Party its largely working class membership 
ranged from Lib/Lab to Marxist, although subjectively, ‘most rank and 
file members of the ILP and certainly all of its activists saw themselves 
as socialist crusaders.’6 The ILP’s membership at the outbreak of war 
was between 20,000 and 30,000 and it was to rise considerably during 
the war, which suggests the pro-war consensus was not as all-embrac-
ing as might appear.7 The Fabian Society took no position on the war, 
although the majority of its membership supported it.8 The Fabians had 
been established in 1884 and while during its first 30 years its members 
never exceed several thousand, its influence through its essays, tracts, 
leaflets and policy blueprints was much greater than this suggests. Its 
politics were eclectic: they were in favour of reform, not revolution; 
they were practical rather than theoretical; they were progressive, often 
claimed to be socialist, but of the gradualist variety. Thus they fitted in 
well with the early Labour Party and were by 1918, its leading historian 
has concluded, more influential in the party than the ILP.9 The first 
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significant ideological statement of the party, Labour and the New Social 
Order, was written in 1918 by the prominent Fabian Sidney Webb. 

Larger than the Fabian and way to its left was the BSP, the successor to 
the Social Democratic Federation, still led in 1914, by H. M. Hyndman. 
Its membership then at 13,875 had fallen to 7,335 in 1916.10 Many who 
left disagreed with Hyndman’s support for the war, as did many who 
stayed. Accordingly, the BSP’s Easter 1916 also had its drama. It was 
then, at the party’s annual conference, that the pro-war position of the 
leadership was defeated and replaced by a call for an end to hostilities 
and peace by negotiation. The other major decision taken by the 1916 
conference was to affiliate to the Labour Party. 

Of those political organisations outside and to the left of the Labour 
Party, and anti-war, the most significant were the Socialist Labour 
Party (SLP) and the Workers’ Suffrage Federation (WSF). Both were, 
by and large, confined to specific geographical areas. For the SLP this 
was Scotland, particularly Glasgow, while the WSF’s base was in the 
East End of London and, to a lesser extent, in South Wales. Neither 
had a membership in four figures. It is worth emphasising that the SLP 
was by no means the most influential or largest working class political 
organisation in Glasgow. That role was filled by the Glasgow ILP, which 
since 1906 had been well-served by the weekly newspaper Forward, 
which, although independent, was dominated by the ILP and, by the 
outbreak of the war, was the most widely-read socialist newspaper in 
Glasgow.11 

The WSF was under the leadership of Sylvia Pankhurst, and had 
emerged from the suffragette movement led by her mother Emmeline 
through the Women’s Social and Political Union. The two had fallen out 
in 1913 with Sylvia forming the East London Federation of Suffragettes 
the following year. Significantly, one of the reasons for the split was 
Sylvia’s appearance on a platform supporting the workers of the Dublin 
Lock-out, which was seen by Emmeline and another of her daughters 
Christabel as compromising the independence of the Women’s Social 
and Political Union. The Workers’ Suffrage Federation evolved from 
the East London Federation of Suffragettes and the Women’s Suffrage 
Federation. 

Such, briefly, was the British labour world in the second decade of the 
twentieth century. One further part of that world, relevant here, can be 
noted, that of Irish ethnicity. Labour MPs Jack Jones and James Parker 
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were from Irish Catholic families, as was another Labour MP, James 
O’Grady, who spent 15 years as a union organiser in Belfast. Others 
prominent in the Labour Party in this period with Irish connections 
included J. R. Clynes, the son of an evicted Irish peasant, Ramsay 
MacDonald, who was an election agent in a Belfast by-election in 1905, 
Bruce Glasier, who had visited Ireland on behalf of the Fabians in 1899, 
and Keir Hardie himself who had worked with the leader of the Irish 
Land League Michael Davitt and, in 1898, had given a loan of £50 for 
the newspaper Workers Republic to James Connolly.12 There were also 
the Irish connections of those who went on to establish the Communist 
Party in 1920. When the party was founded it included ‘a large number 
of Irishmen’, according to one historian,13 and the party’s first chairman, 
Arthur MacManus, was the son of a Fenian. McManus was schooled in the 
SLP, and other sons of the Irish and important SLP protagonists included 
Willie Gallagher and J. T. Murphy. Most notable of all perhaps was that 
the SLP’s first national organiser in 1903 had been James Connolly. 
Others in the British labour movement with Irish birth included George 
Bernard Shaw and the left wing miners’ leader Robert Smillie. There 
were also those who became well acquainted with the politics of Ireland 
through living side by side with Irish communities in Britain. In 1914 
George Lansbury, a future leader of the Labour Party, was editor of the 
independent left-wing Daily Herald, and then of the weekly Herald for 
the duration of the war. In his autobiography, written in 1928, he relates 
his early childhood in Bethnal Green, East London, in the late 1860s:

The Irish boys at our school were all ‘Fenians’. Consequently, when 
the walls of Clerkenwell Prison were blown apart [the Clerkenwell 
Explosions] and the Irish martyrs were executed in Manchester 
[Manchester Martyrs] very great excitement prevailed. The teachers 
tried to make us understand how wicked the Irishmen were, but my 
friends would have none of it and when a few months later T. D. 
Sullivan’s song God Save Ireland came out, we boys were shouting it at 
the top of our voices every playtime.14

Lansbury also tells of how in 1887 he organised a delegation of 
East London workers to visit Ireland ‘and see what crimes were being 
committed in their name’ by the British;15 and then how he supported 
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the Dublin workers in the 1913 Lock-out.16 The newspaper also had the 
left-wing Irishman W. P. Ryan on its staff.

Obviously, it took more than a scattering of Irish people in the British 
labour movement to comprehend what was to occur in Dublin in 1916. 
It also needed an understanding of the politics of Ireland gained through 
discussion and policy formulation. How well equipped was British 
labour in that respect? To give a one word answer, poorly. The LRC 
never formulated a policy on Ireland, and it was not until 1918 that the 
first debate on the issue took place at a Labour Party conference. As has 
been indicated, this was not surprising because the Labour Party was 
generally light on policy on many issues before 1918. Moreover, the lack 
of collective discussion did not necessarily mean there were no opinions. 
In May 1907 the deputy leader of the Labour Party, David Shackleton, 
told the House of Commons that Labour MPs were ‘strong Home Rulers 
before we were ever constituted as a separate party’,17 and in 1912 James 
Parker made a similar, although exaggerated, point when he said ‘I have 
known most of the members of the [Parliamentary] Labour Party for 
ten to twenty years, and I believe there is not a man amongst them who 
has not been an advocate of Home Rule for years before he came to this 
House.’18 The following year the Labour Party did adopt an Irish policy, 
although almost by accident. This was when the 1913 conference voted 
to endorse the Parliamentary Report and Presidential Address given 
by Labour MP George Roberts. By so doing, the party ratified those 
sections of both reports that referred to the support given by the PLP 
to the Government of Ireland Bill of 1912. Under its terms Ireland was 
to be given Home Rule, which in this case consisted of a parliament 
for internal affairs, with limited powers. The Westminster parliament 
would retain control of defence, relations with the crown, customs and 
excise, and, initially, the police. In explaining the support given to this 
bill, the Parliamentary Report of 1913 spoke of ‘definite promises made 
to the constituencies’,19 and indeed just under two-thirds of the election 
addresses of Labour candidates in the first 1910 general election had 
included support for some form of Irish Home Rule.20 This suggests that 
at that time support for Home Rule was almost an assumed part of Labour 
Party policy, even though it had not been endorsed by the authoritative 
body of party conference. Why such a policy was adopted was explained 
by James Parker when he told the House of Commons during the debate 
on the Government of Ireland Bill, ‘We stand for Home Rule because we 
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believe the mass of working people have the right to decide what form of 
government they shall have ’.21 Abiding by the wishes of the Irish people 
also meant, for the party at that time, abiding by the wishes of the Irish 
Nationalist Party in the House of Commons. When, in 1913, the Irish 
Trades Union Congress and Labour Party (ITUCLP) objected to this 
practice saying the Labour Party should, as a priority, refer to them on 
Irish matters, Labour’s leaders defended themselves by saying that as the 
Nationalists were the political representatives of the majority of the Irish 
it was only right they, the Labour party, should take their counsel.22 There 
was certainly a democratic logic in such reasoning, and at the time it was 
unlikely that anyone paused to consider what Labour’s attitude would be 
if an Irish majority opted for an alternative political leadership. 

The lack of formal discussion in the Labour Party was repeated 
elsewhere. Ireland was not mentioned in the programme of the ILP 
when it was established in 1893 and, as with the LRC/Labour Party, was 
not formally discussed in conference until 1918. This lack of a national 
policy allowed local branches, if they bothered to take up the issue, to say 
anything they wanted, and although ILP branches generally favoured 
Home Rule, especially in Scotland,23 there were exceptions. In 1895 an 
ILP by-election candidate in Bristol East opposed Home Rule, and in the 
same year a candidate in Preston avoided the issue.24 In 1912 Liverpool 
ILP sympathetically reported an Orange demonstration in the city 
against Home Rule, in an attempt to find favour with the local Protestant 
working class.25 

Even the BSP did not discuss Ireland in conference, from its founding 
annual conference in 1912 until 1918. As for the Fabian Society, it did 
have a policy of sorts, as set out in a pamphlet in 1900, Local Government 
in Ireland, which preferred effective local councils to Home Rule, and 
which showed little sympathy to Irish self-government.26 Of other 
organisations, the SLP needs particular mention. This is because it has 
been suggested that it was ‘involved in the preliminaries to the Easter 
Rising’.27 The only evidence to substantiate this claim is that when James 
Connolly’s Irish Worker was suppressed in 1915, the SLP printed it in 
Glasgow and Arthur MacManus took copies to Dublin.28 It is rather 
stretching the facts to suggest that this amounted to involvement in the 
Rising, especially, as will be seen shortly, because the SLP’s reaction to it 
was the most circumspect of all on the British left. 
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The limited discussion outlined here would have been entirely 
understandable if the issue of Ireland had been a political side show in 
Britain. But it certainly had not been in the years 1912–14 when the 
Liberal government had sought to implement Home Rule and roused 
enormous controversy for so doing. The outlines of that settlement in the 
Government of Ireland Bill has already been noted, but limited although 
the proposed self-government aroused enormous hostility, especially 
from Ulster Unionists and the British upper class. The former organised 
a private army, the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), to oppose Home Rule; 
the leadership of the Conservatives supported this resistance. Sections 
of the British Army also supported it when a group of officers stationed 
at the Curragh camp in Ireland threatened mutiny if ordered to enforce 
Home Rule. King George V also showed pro-Unionist sympathies. On 
the nationalist side, following the lead of the UVF, the Irish Volunteers 
had been organised. It was only the outbreak of the Great War which froze 
this accelerating crisis.29 One summation of existing research into these 
affairs has concluded that they represent ‘the most dangerous conflict 
in British and Irish politics since the seventeenth century’.30 Another 
has suggested that while it would be ‘stacking the evidence ’ to say the 
British government joined the war to avoid the Irish issue, nevertheless 
‘it is inconceivable that it had no influence.’31 Certainly, there were those 
in the socialist world outside Britain who attached great significance 
to these developments. The comment from one Vladimir Ilyich Lenin 
on the Curragh mutiny and the support it received from Conservatives 
was that it was, ‘an epoch-making turning point, the day when the 
noble landowners of Britain tore the British constitution to shreds.’ He 
concluded, ‘this lesson will not be lost upon the British labour movement, 
the working class will now quickly proceed to shake off its philistine faith 
in the scrap of paper called the British law and constitution.’32 This may 
be an example of misplaced revolutionary optimism if ever there was 
one; however, as will be illustrated shortly, some of the lessons of these 
years were referred to on the British left when discussions on the Rising 
occurred.

Reactions 

Like many in Britain the Easter Rising took the British labour movement 
by surprise. Take the example of J. H. (John Henry) Thomas, former 


