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Who was Peadar O’Donnell? 

 

This forum of Irish socialist republicans has named itself 

after Peadar O’Donnell (1893–1986). It does so as a 

tribute to a man whose life was dedicated to promoting a 

people’s resistance to the social, political and cultural 

injustices he saw around him. 

Peadar was born into an Irish-speaking small farmers’ 

community in Meenmore, Dungloe, Co. Donegal. Poverty 

was endemic and emigration was accepted, while hungry 

men, women and children hired themselves out for 

seasonal work to the rich farmers of the Lagan Valley or 

as “tatie-hokers” in the potato fields of Scotland. 

While he became a teacher and later a writer, his 

inspiration always seemed to bring him back to 

communities like these, with persistent strains of rural 

radicalism against landlordism, traditions of mutual self-

help and inspirational men and women. 

In 1918 Peadar gave up teaching to become an 

organiser for the Irish Transport and General Workers’ 

Union, already influenced by James Connolly’s socialism. 

He is credited with the first action of an occupation soviet 

when, at Monaghan Mental Hospital, he united Catholic 

and Protestant workers under the Red Flag. 

With the intensification of the fight for independence he 

joined the IRA and began a remarkable activism that saw 

him command an active flying column in the War of 

Independence, in the leadership in the Four Courts while 

it was under siege by Free Staters, imprisoned in 

Mountjoy when Mellows, McKelvey, O’Connor and 

Barrett were taken out and shot; then hunger strikes and 

rebuilding, a member of the Army Council and editor of 

An Phoblacht, until the break-up of the Republican 

Congress in 1934. 

His aim, above all, was the politicisation of the republican 

movement towards socialist thinking, and his method 

was to mobilise people on the issues that most affected 

them. 

J. Bowyer Bell described Peadar as “the greatest agitator 

of his generation.” His involvement in and constant 

promotion of campaigns included the mass refusal by 

small farmers to pay the land tax (the Land Annuities, 

1925–1934), assisting in the defence against deportation 

of Jim Gralton, active support for the Spanish Republic, 

and promoting the Republican Congress. A champion of 

the struggle against every social injustice, he strove for 

the unity of republicans, socialists and communists and 

was frequently denounced as public enemy number 1 by 

bishops, Blueshirts, and the gombeen class. 

As an author Peadar also carved his name on Irish 

cultural life with the subject, style and humanism of his 

novels, set against his times and particularly based on 

life on the western islands. Islanders, The Knife, On the 

Edge of the Stream and The Big Windows tell of 

hardship, struggle, and heroic individuals. There Will Be 

Another Day describes the annuities campaign, The 

Gates Flew Open describes his jail experience after the 

Civil War, and Salud! describes his Spanish experiences. 

In 1940 Peadar brought a light to censorship-ridden 

Ireland when he founded a literary magazine, the Bell. It 

ran for five years, during which he encouraged such 

young talent as Brendan Behan, James Plunkett, and 

Patrick Kavanagh. 

Until the end of his hectic life Peadar’s activism never 

ceased: support for Jack Murphy, the successful 

unemployed candidate elected to Dáil Éireann, linking up 

with Father James McDyer to sustain the Gleann Cholm 
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Cille co-operatives, the Saving the West Campaign, and 

promoting solidarity with the national liberation struggle in 

Viet Nam. He delighted especially in talking to younger 

audiences of his and his comrades’ struggle to complete 

Connolly’s vision. 
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Peadar O’Donnell Socialist Republican Forum 

 

The Peadar O’Donnell Socialist Republican Forum was 

established in early 2013. The Forum was the result of a 

number of meetings and seminars organised over the 

course of 2012. 

In early 2012 the Communist Party of Ireland hosted a 

seminar in Dublin entitled “21st-century republicanism: 

What does it mean?” There were four speakers, coming 

from the broad republican family and reflecting a range of 

opinions. There was standing room only at the meeting, 

which clearly reflected the mood that something needed 

to be done to draw these forces together in the face of 

the massive onslaught against our people and the deep 

economic crisis of the system. 

Following from that event there was general agreement 

that the CPI should continue this process of drawing like-

minded republicans together. In consultation with a 

number of individuals it was the feeling that a certain 

number of important areas needed to be explored and 

developed. The areas that most felt had been either 

underdeveloped or ignored were particularly those 

relating to (1) the nature of the state, (2) the role of class 

in society, and (3) the complex nature of imperialism’s 

rule in Ireland, North and South. 

It was agreed that we should try to place our discussion 

of these central questions in both a historical and a 

contemporary context and, most importantly, within the 

context of an all-Ireland understanding. 

Another area we wanted to develop was how we 

understand history, as much of our history has been 

reduced to an account of “betrayal” by individuals or the 

abandonment of a particular method of struggle as 

opposed to the balance of class forces at that moment in 

history. 

There was a clear feeling that unless we looked more 

deeply at these essential areas we are doomed to repeat 

the failures of the past and misinterpret the nature of the 

crisis today and the nature of the struggle against it. 

We need to explore and try to deepen our knowledge of 

the role of imperialism today in Ireland. The Irish people 

have little if any real power left, being dominated by three 

sets of imperialist interests: (1) the European Union, (2) 

the United States, through the domination of American 

transnational corporations, and (3) the historical influence 

and the continued role of British imperialism, mainly in 

the North. The Irish ruling elite has continued to hand 

over our political and economic sovereignty to the 

European Union, because it is in their interest to do so. 

They act as the gatekeepers for monopoly capital in 

Ireland which they themselves benefit off and are part of. 

Today the people of the South are burdened by a 

massive socialised corporate debt —a debt not of their 

making but one for which we as a people are paying a 

very heavy price, and will continue to pay for decades to 

come. The debt burden is the main weapon being used 

in dismantling public services and in imposing cuts in 

wages and working conditions, with a growing number of 

people in precarious employment and thousands of our 

children emigrating every week. The debt is being used 

not just to transfer wealth upward from working people to 

the elite super rich it is also being used to restructure the 

economy even more to meet the needs of monopolies. 

Education reform, health service reform, labour market 

reforms, social welfare reforms and privatisation are all 

being driven in the interests of monopoly capital. 

In the North, the people have very little influence in the 

corridors of power, whether in London, Brussels, or 

Dublin. Sectarianism is still a deep cancer within the 
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community. Poverty and unemployment are endemic and 

are no respecters of “peace walls” or borders. 

We, as socialists and republicans, care deeply about our 

people as well as our history and culture. Our towns and 

villages are emptying of the voices of our young and 

energetic youth. We can see and feel all around us the 

emptiness and the sense of hopelessness among our 

families and our communities. 

Are we not duty-bound to try to bring people together, 

and in the first instance to draw together those who 

agree with the principles of the Peadar O’Donnell 

Socialist Republican Forum? If we claim to follow in the 

footsteps of those of past generations such as James 

Connolly and Peadar O’Donnell we carry a great 

responsibility and an obligation to step forward, to come 

together to explore and debate solutions to the many 

problems facing our people, North and South. 

Can we find together the political strategy that is needed 

to mobilise our people to be the conscious agents of 

change? —to dump the two failed entities that have so 

impoverished our people, that have not served our 

people but rather have served the interests of the rich 

and powerful and their imperialist allies. 

The papers presented at the seminars are not the last 

word but are a contribution to a necessary debate. We 

believe that the principles adopted by the Forum are 

political linchpins of the resistance that needs to be built. 

The Forum wishes to discuss and debate with people at 

the grass roots. The people at the top have their 

television channels and newspapers; what we have is 

honesty and a passionate belief that things can be turned 

around, that a better tomorrow is possible, that all our 

people can be united with a clear view of where we need 

to go. 

We firmly believe that together we can break the grip of 

imperialism and establish a truly humane, socially just, 

culturally vibrant and democratic society —democratic in 

every sphere of life: political, economic, cultural, and 

social— a republic of the people, for the people. 
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1 | CLASS 
 
THE CENTRALITY OF CLASS IN SOCIETY 

Recognition of class is central to any socialist’s 

understanding of the world. Other factors such as 

nationality, security, sovereignty and democracy are 

important but the role of class is the single most 

significant factor in terms of understanding the workings 

of society. Despite many being unaware of the role of 

class, its impact is ubiquitous. Access to education, 

housing, health care and ultimately life expectancy are 

determined to a great extent by the class to which a 

person belongs. 

A person’s class is determined by where that individual 

stands in relation to those elements in society that create 

or generate wealth and power. Because all communities 

are complex with multifarious relationships, it often 

appears that there are endless strata of classes in 

society. There are certainly many levels of income in 

society but ultimately there is a basic and fundamental 

divide between those who genuinely control wealth and 

those who don’t. What prevents this divide existing as 

endless bloody or violent conflict between ‘them, the 

handful of owners and us the rest’ is a graded reward 

system that temporarily buys the acquiescence of 

sufficient numbers to allow the ruling minority maintain its 

dominant position. 

Class structures are the result of lengthy struggles 

between different groups in conflict (sometimes bloody, 

sometimes not) over society’s life-giving resources and 

wealth. Although the struggle between classes is as old 

as humanity, the composition of classes has not always 

been the same. The nature of a society is effectively set 

by how and by whom life’s necessities and wealth are 

produced or generated. When agriculture was the 

primary source of sustenance and prosperity, 

aristocracies controlling land were the dominant class. At 

the same time, peasants tilling the earth were deprived of 

influence and afforded only a small portion of what they 

produced. Contemporary society is just as divided but 

control of industry and finance is now the principal 

sources of wealth and power as banker and industrialists 

make up today’s ruling class. 

Clearly, people do not opt willingly for a lesser share of 

life’s goods or ask to be made subservient to others. The 

division of large numbers of people into classes is not by 

individual choice of the many but is done through the 

exercise of power by the few.  Control of society (or class 

domination) is sometimes carried out through the use of 

blunt force, sometimes through the employment of 

influence and money, sometimes thought the ancient 

practice of dividing and ruling. Invariably, though, the 

ruling class keeps all of these instruments in its arsenal, 

using them, as it deems necessary. 

While a universal strategy, ruling by creating division has 

long been practised for example, in the north of Ireland. 

For almost two centuries the ruling class protected its 

position and interests by ruthlessly exploiting old 

animosities stemming from religious differences and 

memories of forcible population displacement. By 

granting marginal privilege to one section of the northern 

population – conditional on its support for the status quo 

– the ruling class minority maintained its wealth and 

power over the working and producing majority. While 

not always as stark everywhere, manipulation by a 

minority ruling class is a constant feature of class society 

that can only be addressed and rectified by replacing the 

rule of the few with government by the largest class of all, 

the working class. 
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An introduction to the Marxist concept of class and the origins of class society 

by Eddie Glackin 

 

To work successfully in any field you must have an exact 

knowledge of the laws of a particular science; e.g. a 

metallurgist must know the chemical and technological 

processes taking place in the furnace; a fruit grower must 

be familiar with the laws of botany and plant growth; a 

beef or dairy farmer has to be familiar with the principles 

and practice of animal husbandry; an aircraft designer 

must understand aerodynamics, etc. 

This is a self evident truth to any sensible person. But – 

and this is not so obvious – it also true of social activity. 

We, as republicans and socialists seeking to create a 

society based on justice and equality, must base our 

approaches, our thinking and our activities on an exact 

knowledge and skilful application of the laws of social 

development. 

This is one of the key distinguishing features of Marxism 

– it approaches the study of society in a rational, 

scientific way. It does not regard the unfolding of complex 

social, economic, political and historical processes as 

“god given” or unknowable. 

On the contrary, Marxism shows that by correctly 

understanding and applying the laws of social 

development - just as the earlier examples necessitate 

an understanding and mastery of the natural sciences - 

we can shape the type of society we live in. 

It is no accident or coincidence that the rapid advance of 

science in the mid 19th century produced three of the 

most influential thinkers of the modern era: Darwin, Marx 

and Freud. (Relax – we won’t be dealing with Freud 

today!). 

Before Darwin, people regarded the organic world as 

stable and immutable. In those days science had 

struggled to explain how certain species, whose 

fossilised remains could be seen in rocks, no longer 

existed. Nor could it explain the origin of species, without 

reverting to creationist myths and bunkum about some 

creatures literally “missing the boat” when Noah set sail 

in his ark. 

Darwin exposed these views and demonstrated that 

constant change is taking place in the natural world and, 

in fact, that change and evolution is the natural order of 

existence in the biological world. He further elaborated 

the basic processes, the contradictions and struggles 

which led to changes in species, the growth and 

development of some, the decline and disappearance of 

others. 

Marxism performed a similar upheaval in social science. 

It replaced the old concept of society’s immutability and 

immobility (“God’s in his heaven and all’s well with the 

world”) with a scientifically grounded approach which 

revealed the laws governing social development and 

showed that not only was human society not fixed, but 

that over the centuries  history had seen the rise and fall 

of different societies. 

“Marx deepened and developed philosophical 

materialism to the full and extended the cognition of 

nature to include the cognition of human society .....The 

chaos and arbitrariness that had previously reigned in 

views on history and politics were replaced by a strikingly 

integral and harmonious scientific theory, which shows 

how, in consequence of the growth of the productive 

forces, out of one system of social life another and higher 
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system develops.” (Lenin: “The Three Sources and 

Component Parts of Marxism”) 

Most importantly, Marxism demonstrated that the engine 

of history, the motor of change, was class struggle. 

But let’s go back to first principles: social life is intricate 

and multifarious, it embraces politics, economics, culture, 

art and ideology. Different social sciences study different 

aspects of society’s life. 

Political economy deals with economic life, its subject 

matter relates to the sphere of material production. 

Production has two sides – technical and social. The 

technical aspect is studied by the technical and natural 

sciences (physics, chemistry). 

Political economy deals with the social system of 

production. The name of the science is derived from the 

Greek words “politikos” – belonging to the citizens, i.e. 

public – and “oikonomia” – meaning management of a 

household or the state. 

Production is the basis of all social activity: it is a 

requisite without which society cannot exist. Before 

engaging in science, art or politics people have to satisfy 

their basic needs and the prime necessities have to be 

produced. Throughout history some forms of social 

organisation gave way to others, living conditions 

change, but production has invariably remained the 

foundation of society’s existence. 

Superficially, it is hard to see a common denominator 

between the productive activity of people in primitive 

society and the highly sophisticated activities of today’s 

workplaces. 

Yet all production, in every age and in every social 

system, presupposes three main elements: human 

labour, objects of labour and means of labour. Together, 

we refer to these as the forces of production. 

- Labour is people’s purposeful activity 

- Objects of labour are everything to which people’s 

labour is applied 

- Means or instruments of labour are all those things 

which people use to act on the objects of labour. 

At all stages of historical development, production was 

social in nature. It was carried out jointly by more or less 

large groups of people. 

In the earliest, primitive societies co-operation was a 

matter of life and death, an essential part of the grim 

struggle for survival in a dangerous world. 

Without pooling their resources of strength, skill and 

knowledge, early communities could not have survived. 

Life in a collective was the only salvation; that is why 

people always lived in communities. As it was, they lived 

a life of bare subsistence as migratory hunters and 

gatherers. 

Changing roles, based on age and gender, represented 

early division of labour; the men hunted and the others – 

women, children and older people – collected berries, 

edible plants, firewood, etc. 

Women bore, suckled and cared for children and thus 

had some physical limitation. Older people and children 

had neither the strength or endurance for strenuous 

hunting. 

With the passage of time and the development of basic 

tools, people gained more control over their lives by 

planting seeds, cultivating crops and breeding animals. 

Herein lay the origin of settled communities and the 

beginnings of what we would recognise as “society”. 

The invention of better tools - bone to stone axe, digging 

stick to hoe, hoe to ox-drawn plough - along with growing 

understanding of the cultivation of crops and the 

principles of animal husbandry, represented major 

developments of the forces of production and laid the 
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basis for further division of labour and ultimately for the 

development of different classes. 

The great Marxist scholar Kenneth Neil Cameron in his 

major world history “Humanity and Society” describes 

this process thus: 

“The economic changes inherent in the new form of 

society may be summarised as follows: 

1. New material means of production (the ground stone 

axe, the hoe, the sickle , and, later, the plough); 

2. New kinds of work (plant cultivation, animal tending 

and breeding, pottery and cloth making); 

3. A new division of labour with, probably, the men, as 

hunting decreased, taking the heavier work (ploughing 

and herding) and women the lighter work (sowing, 

weeding, milking); 

4. Increased specialisation of labour as some people or 

groups in each community became unusually skilled in 

the new kinds of work. As a result of these changes there 

must have been a great increase in production (of food, 

clothing, houses, weapons, tools, boats) and , 

consequently, of trade.” 

This great increase in production led, for the first time in 

history, to the creation of a surplus, i.e. society was now 

able to produce more than it needed for its own survival. 

Inevitably, with the development of a surplus, stronger, 

better organised individuals and groups emerged to 

expropriate this surplus. This was the origin of class 

society, a society wherein some live at the expense of 

others by expropriating the fruits of their labour. 

What determines class? Class is determined not by 

standard of living – although it is relevant – but by one's 

relationship to the means of production. 

We spoke earlier of how production is the basis of all 

social activity. It follows therefore, that the way in which a 

society organises its production, its relations of 

production, is the most fundamental characteristic of that 

society, its mode of production. 

History has recorded a number of main social economic 

formations (or modes of production): primitive-communal, 

Asiatic, slave, feudal, capitalist and socialist. 

Primitive communism was a pre-class society. Slavery, 

feudalism and capitalism are different forms of class 

society founded on the exploitation of man by man. 

Socialism is a system which seeks to abolish the 

exploitation of man by man. 

The difference between the various modes of class 

society lies primarily in the way in which the surplus 

produced by the mass of working people – be they 

slaves, feudal serfs or workers under capitalism – is 

extracted by their masters; the slaveowners, feudal lords 

and capitalists. 

In pre-class society there was no need for a standing 

army, police, etc. If society needed to defend itself, i.e. in 

the case of an attack by a neighbouring tribe, it was a 

case of “all hands to the pump”. When the crisis had 

been averted or resolved, everyone went back to their 

normal daily work within the community.  

But with the division of society into different classes there 

arose the need for a “special force”, a power standing 

above and apart from society as a whole, a power whose 

task was to protect interests and enforce the will of the 

ruling class. This power we know as the State. 

In every class society the economically dominant class is 

also the politically dominant, or ruling, class and they 

secure their rule through control of the state machine 

(government, police, courts, armed forces) and 

predominant influence in education, the media, etc. 
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In Ireland and other colonially subjugated countries, we 

have the further complication of the imposition during the 

conquest of an alien state power. But these matters will 

be the subject of future seminars. 
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The politics of class in a divided society 

by Tommy McKearney 

 

"I decided some time ago that if Gladstone went for 

Home Rule, the Orange card would be the one to play. 

Please God it may turn out the ace of trumps and not the 

two." … Randolph Churchill 

'Rise like Lions after slumber 

In unvanquishable number - 

Shake your chains to earth like dew 

Which in sleep had fallen on you - 

Ye are many - they are few.' … Percy Bysshe Shelley - 

The Mask of Anarchy 

Analysing the politics of class in a society divided by 

religion (as well as by the ever present disparities in 

wealth) is a complex business. While doing so there is 

the ever-present risk that any such examination will fall 

into one of several potential traps. 

There is the superficially attractive but mistaken 

economistic position that believes all problems can be 

swept away by simply ignoring differences while 

concentrating on the ‘bread and butter’ issues. The 

reality is that as with so many beguiling misconceptions, 

there is more than a grain of truth in this argument. 

Socialists do indeed understand that working people 

have a major interest in the roofs over their heads and 

the bread on their tables. What economists overlook is 

that a free market economy allows the ruling class many 

opportunities to divide working people by providing 

marginal advantage to one group to the disadvantage of 

another. 

On the other hand there is an ultra-leftist view that it is 

virtually impossible to influence or guide change across 

the working class short of a left wing revolution.  This 

view is all too often reinforced by the craven and 

sometimes unprincipled behaviour of right-wing social 

democratic politicians and/or trade union officials. 

However understandable the view of the well-meaning 

activist, this position is tantamount to rejecting the key 

truth that only the working class can liberate the working 

class. 

Apart from the classic left-wing mistakes of economism 

or ultra-leftism, there is too a still simpler error made by 

what might be described as those who stand too close to 

the trees and fail to recognise the forest.  This may lead 

to ill informed views that tend to characterise sections of 

society in a profoundly sectarian fashion. 

Ultimately, there is no simple, off the shelf, one size fits 

all template for analysing a society divided by religion or 

race or any other prejudice that facilitates the ancient art 

of dividing and conquering and ruling. There is a basis 

need to look at the complex range of issues, historic, 

geographical, ethnic and economic that goes to make up 

a society’s history and reality. This is particularly so in the 

case of the northern counties of this island. 

English imperialism gained absolute control of Ireland in 

the 16th and 17th centuries through a range of tactics 

including the dual process of selective incorporation and 

planted colonization. 

The Gaelic aristocracy was offered the option of 

surrendering to the crown and thereafter gaining position 

in return for loyalty to both England and feudalism; the 

policy known as ‘surrender and re-grant’. Many did so 

and were incorporated into the English ruling order while 

simultaneously leaving their clans man and women 
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isolated, defeated and impoverished. Gaelic society was 

also class based but its structures inhibited English 

feudal domination and were therefore broken up as part 

of the conquest. 

Simultaneously, the English ruling class planted strategic 

parts of Ireland with Scottish, English and Welsh 

colonists who were given land taken from the Gaelic 

clans. By granting land to the colonists, England’s ruling 

class not only installed a garrison in its bothersome but 

strategically important (and vulnerable) neighbouring 

island, they also set a management practice that was to 

last for centuries. They created an economic source of 

common purpose among the newly arrived that bound 

them together in a cross class alliance against the 

dispossessed Gaelic clansmen and women. 

The concept and practice of divide and rule was neither 

new nor confined to Ireland. Rome and Greece in their 

time used the strategy and it continues to the present. 

We should, nevertheless, examine its use in the northern 

part of this island, with its specific and unique elements. 

A problem faced by every empire is the threat of its 

colonies growing too strong and demanding 

independence. For England (or Britain as it began to be 

described in the 18th century) this happened most notably 

in the case of the American colonies, which broke away 

to form the United States. Britain’s difficulties in the 

America’s were compounded by its own geographical 

location, which was as a constant disadvantage to the 

projection of British power. 

The other and connected factor troubling the power of 

the British Empire was summed up in the line by the 

romantic English poet Percy Bysshe Shelley when he 

wrote in his poem about the Peterloo massacre; ‘Ye are 

many - they are few.'  Britain is a small country when set 

against the rest of the global states and the British are a 

small population relative to the rest of the world. Unlike 

China today for example (with a third of the world’s 

population) Britain could not hope to physically dominate 

a global empire by numbers alone. And while the 

stratagem of ‘divide and rule’ was employed throughout 

the empire it was practised assiduously in Ireland for 

different reasons but always towards the dame end. 

Britain couldn’t afford to risk having a potential threat on 

its western seaboard so always sought to dominate 

Ireland. By the same token, the British population was so 

small relative to the empire it wished to govern that it 

couldn’t afford to spare, on a constant basis at any rate, 

the size and scale of garrison required to dominate a 

universally hostile Ireland. 

Britain’s ruling class answered this conundrum, not so 

much by creating religious differences in order to divide 

and rule its western neighbour but rather by ruthlessly 

and cunningly manipulating and creating class 

differences and divisions – some of which used religion 

as a demarcation to allocate roles and privilege (or lack 

of it) within and between classes. What was to become 

known to English radicals as the ‘aristocracy of labour’  

was a privileged (even if only relatively) Protestant 

working class. 

It is well worth reminding ourselves that it is only in the 

past 100 or so years that the term unionist and 

Protestant have become almost synonymous. Before 

partition there were many Catholic unionists ) in Ireland. 

What distinguished them from a majority of their co-

religionists was not the quality of their devotion to the 

Vatican but the fact that for the most part they were 

usually more prosperous and saw their favoured position 

in society as a reward for their loyalty to the Crown and 

the Union. 

In the northern part of the island the British ruling class 

had faced an enormous threat to its position in the latter 

part of the 18th century when long standing antagonisms 

between planters and decedents of the old Gaelic began 

to melt rapidly under the influence of Presbyterian 

inspired and led republicanism. With America having 

been lost to the British and France threatening to export 

its republican revolution to Britain and Ireland, the British 

ruling class dreaded a republican uprising in Ireland. 
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The ruling class response was to use the privileged ruling 

elite in the North of Ireland to assist in dividing the less 

well off into antagonistic factions.  Religious affiliation 

proved a convenient tool to delineate differences in the 

community. The Orange Order originated not to defend 

Protestantism (and with little regards for William III either) 

but as a vehicle to resist the encroachment of wage 

depressing Catholic labour in the Mid-Ulster area at a 

time when mechanisation had rendered artisan or 

cottage weaving obsolete and wealthy mill owners 

wanted the cheapest, unskilled labour (which was 

Catholic at the time) available. 

Had history not given us George Washington and 

Maximilien Robespierre with the American and French 

revolutions, it is entirely possible that Orangism would 

now be recorded in the history of Irish industry, as a 

quaintly Irish version of Luddism and Dan Winter's 

cottage might well be a museum to nascent trade 

unionism in Co Armagh. However, at that point in time, 

the French Republic posed a greater threat to the British 

Empire than any small financial loss to mill owners in Co 

Armagh. The economic situation was used to advantage 

by the British ruling class and its allies in the North of 

Ireland who encouraged desperate Protestant artisans to 

expel Catholic workers – in order to maintain economic 

advantage - and laid the groundwork for smashing the 

unity of Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter that the 

Belfast Presbyterians had almost cemented. 

The key to all this wasn’t religion – it was the awarding of 

small (but significant in a poor society) privilege to one 

section of the working people and thereby providing an 

economic incentive for some that perpetuated for 

centuries a catastrophic split in the northern working 

class. The ruling class utilised whatever designation 

came to hand in the North. It might have been colour, 

race or nationality for all they cared – it happened to be 

religion and they used it. 

For the following two centuries, this imbalance remained. 

Protestant workers were not treated regally – just 

marginally better and whenever there appeared a 

diminution of the divide – agents provocateurs could be 

relied upon to generate sufficient violence to shatter the 

weak seeds of unity if and when it appeared. 

In 1907, Larkin’s great work was undone when 

employers and government had the army launch a 

unilateral invasion of the Falls Road with soldiers killing 3 

locals and having it described by the employers 

newspapers as a Fenian uprising. 

The pattern followed in 1920 when in the aftermath of a 

mass strike the previous year, Protestant workers were 

encouraged to evict Catholic workers from their work 

places in order to guarantee the security of the new 

Northern Ireland state. Significantly, at the time of the 

expulsions of Catholic workers in 1920, the Belfast ruling 

class persuaded its supporters to also expel almost 2000 

Protestant shop stewards who were viewed as labour 

militants and worse in the employers eyes – promoters of 

unity between working class people. 

Always - the underlying economic rationale for sectarian 

action. 

For the following 50 years unionism maintained it’s 

dominance and hegemony by negating class difference. 

Class struggle was removed by persuading the 

Protestant working class that it shared common interest 

and purpose with the Protestant ruling class in N. Ireland 

and even the British ruling class. This was achieved by 

granting modest economic privilege to protestant workers 

in terms of first refusal for housing and employment and 

cultural recognition. 

As a result of the civil rights campaign it became 

increasingly difficult for the N. Ireland state to grant 

automatic privilege to it’s Protestant working class. When 

this fact was emphasised and compounded by global 

economic factors which caused the decline and 

disappearance of heavy industry from N. Ireland, 

objective conditions meant that it is now difficult to award 

automatic economic privilege to Protestant working class 

people. In N. Ireland today the energetic, Catholic head 
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counting Sinn Fein party jealously guards the division of 

employment between Protestant and Catholic workers. 

The current status quo in N. Ireland is different from the 

past in that there is no longer automatic economic 

advantage in being a Protestant working person. 

Unfortunately this has not led to any noticeable reduction 

in religious designated divisions or its corollary, the 

unification of the working class. In large part this is due to 

the fact that the current political arrangement is based 

upon what is a de facto a religious head count. In 

practice it incentivises those seeking office to seek to 

represent religion designated communities rather than a 

class. The status quo would obviously change 

dramatically if politics in N. Ireland were to be based on 

class rather than community. Consequently, it is in the 

interest of those currently in office – whether they admit it 

or not – to maintain existing sectarian divisions and 

therefore prevent development of class struggle and or 

class politics. 

It can hardly be an accident that the DUP and the UUP 

have so cravenly, it would appear, opted to support the 

sectarian louts parading their venomous music through 

Belfast. If sectarian bitterness and rancour were to 

disappear it is difficult to see how the N. Irish working 

class would remain so divided in the absence of material 

economic privilege for one section. 

We are now in the North in an anomalous situation in that 

objectively speaking the concrete economic factors that 

facilitated the division of the working class have now 

largely disappeared. However the political infrastructure 

that depends for it’s existence on these divisions is as 

vibrant as ever and there should be no complacency 

about the permanence of division based on artificially 

maintained hatreds. A political system existed almost 

unchanged for 90 years south of the border based on 

antagonisms that had largely become irrelevant by the 

early 1960’s. 

It is imperative now in N. Ireland to challenge not just 

sectarianism but to challenge the system that 

perpetuates it and thus perpetuates the division within 

the northern working class. 
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Who are Ireland’s ruling class, and in whose interest do they rule? 

by Gareth Murphy 

 

“Bitter betrayals” and “heroic defeats” are terms we often 

associate with both Irish history and contemporary 

events; but they do not tell the story accurately.  

Previous papers have outlined the scientific 

understanding of class emphasising the need to see 

class as a relationship to the production process as 

opposed to where someone grew up or there accent. We 

have also examined the role class has played in the 

north east of this island and in the development of the 6 

county state. 

The concept of betrayal is an extremely popular, strong 

and emotive one in history. It is also simple: it is easy to 

blame individuals for betraying the cause, rather than 

examining in detail the social forces at work, the 

complexity of both material and ideological forces and 

ultimately class interests that determine history. 

Let us consider betrayal of the nationalist and republican 

cause a little further. Betrayal implies a common cause, 

an allegiance to a common vision of what national 

liberation means, what freedom means. But is there one 

such common understanding? 

What was the great emancipator Daniel O’Connell 

fighting for? The emancipation of the peasant farmers 

who worked the land? No, he was fighting for the right of 

catholic landowners to have some say in running the 

affairs of the island in order to respond to the crisis of 

feudal production in Ireland that saw landlords unable to 

meet the growing needs of industrialising Britain. 

Likewise, William Martin Murphy, at the beginning of the 

last century, was a nationalist; he supported and 

subscribed to the Ancient Order of Hibernians. But what 

did national freedom mean to him? Did he want the 

working class of Dublin to be free and in control of their 

destiny? Of course not. To Murphy, freedom meant the 

freedom for him to expand his business empire and grow 

at the expense of British industries. His was a freedom in 

relation to the freedom of British business and a freedom 

to exploit the Irish working class to enrich himself. Why 

should British capitalism enjoy such a freedom when 

there was an emerging and growing Irish capitalist class 

to do it? 

Fast forward a hundred years, and let’s look at another 

practical example. Seán Quinn, again a nationalist—he 

may even consider himself a republican— and supporter 

of Irish games and culture. But what kind of freedom 

does he represent? In the extremely apt words of George 

Soros, the multi-billionaire American businessman, 

“Corporations do not aim at creating employment; they 

employ people (as few and as cheaply as possible) to 

make profits. Health-care companies are not in business 

to save lives; they provide health care to make profits.” 

Quinn acted at all times to serve his class interests. He 

gambled workers’ jobs and pensions for his and his 

family’s enrichment and lost, resulting in the loss of jobs 

and income for working people in Co. Cavan and 

surrounding areas. He did not consciously seek to betray 

the people of Co. Cavan: he acted in his own self-

interest. 

So, just as the previous papers have done, I’m trying to 

emphasise the point that freedom and independence can 

mean something very different, depending on your class. 

Class allegiance is the determining factor in considering 
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“betrayals” and in judging events in Irish history. So, it’s 

vital for working people that we have a clear vision of 

what kind of freedom we seek, what a republic means to 

us. 

How then do we consider the last hundred years? There 

was a national revolution and a counter-revolution—more 

commonly described as the War of Independence and 

the Civil War. Despite the best efforts of revolutionary 

leaders like Sean McLoughlin, Peadar O’Donnell, Joe 

McKelvey and Liam Mellows the Sinn Fein movement 

was essentially petit-bourgeois and limited in its 

aspirations for freedom. Of the Sinn Fein deputies 

elected in 1918, 31 were professionals, 18 were in 

commerce, 5 were employed by the movement, 2 were 

civil servants and 2 were solicitor’s clerks. While the Irish 

capitalist class were absent from the leadership of the 

Sinn Fein movement, so too were the industrial working 

class. Despite the mass participation and public support 

for the revolution, its leadership was not revolutionary 

because their class interests were not antagonistic to 

capitalism. Those involved in commerce wanted Ireland 

to grow as a capitalist economy and provide freedom for 

Irish enterprise to compete with its British counterparts. 

They wanted to be free from British rule, but not from 

capitalism.  

Consequently the outcome of the war of independence 

was not political and economic freedom, with sovereignty 

vested in the people, but a compromise with imperialism. 

Was it a great betrayal by Collins, set up by De Valera, or 

partial freedom for the capitalist class in the South to 

develop and enrich themselves in conjunction with 

imperial financial interests? For those capitalists, 

freedom to develop was gained. For the rest of us, a harp 

replaced the crown. 

As Peadar O’Donnell wrote 50 years ago: “That is how 

the end product of the Treaty is to be seen, the 

imposition of the rule of the upper classes in Irish 

society…. The reality is that the roots of the present 

regime are not in the independence struggle but in the 

interests that brought about its defeat.” (Not Yet Emmet, 

A Wreath on the Grave of Sean Murray) 

In recent Irish history there has always been a section of 

indigenous owners —feudal and then capitalist— who 

benefited from colonial and subsequently imperialist 

interests in Ireland. The policy of ‘surrender and re-grant’ 

of clan land created a class of private property owners 

out of the clan chieftains,  who’s newly created material 

interests were tied to the maintenance of colonial rule 

and its set of social relations in Ireland. The Anglo-Irish 

Treaty was a victory for the class created by and tied to 

imperialism and is celebrated as such. Capitalist social 

relations and classes were secured in Ireland. Ireland 

would remain dominated by British financial interests and 

Ireland would continue to export live cattle to Britain, only 

for Britain to finish the product and receive the greater 

reward. Irish economic “development” was doomed to 

operate in the context of a subservient relationship to 

Britain and British capitalist interests. 

However, the Irish capitalist class itself was not fully 

united. In addition to those satisfied with the outcome of 

the Treaty (the Unionist bourgeoisie in the North and big 

business, ranchers and the legal establishment in the 

South) there was also a section of growing Irish capitalist 

interests in competition with British business in Ireland. 

Those interests conflicted. After the Treaty they adopted 

a more hard-line stance against British influence and 

sought state support from the Dublin Government to 

allow them the freedom to grow and develop. 

This coincided with the global economic slump of the late 

20’s and early 30’s that required State intervention to 

support capitalist regeneration. It was that burgeoning 

Irish capitalist class in competition with British interests - 

and the global economic crisis of the time - that gave rise 

to the attempt by Fianna Fail to industrialise and assert a 

less subservient role to imperialism. This, however, was 

limited in success as British finance capital still 

dominated, just as Connolly had predicted. It was based, 

as V. J. Patel, a prominent leader of the Indian National 
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Congress noted after a visit to Ireland in 1932, on “a kind 

of nationalism that is not anti-imperialist”. 

The economic war with Britain between 1932 and 1938 

exposed how dominated the State was by British finance 

capital, preventing any meaningful alternative 

development that went against the interests of that 

capital. Government policy, despite some limited effort by 

De Valera on behalf of Irish capital, reflected this and as 

globally hegemonic power shifted away from Britain and 

to the US post-WWII, Irish economic policy in the 60’s 

and 70’s again reflected this move, being more 

susceptible to US and EU domination and a relative 

lessening of British financial domination. 

Again, this was not a policy change based on a great 

new idea but one based on changed global economic 

circumstances and the reality that the dominant elements 

of the Irish ruling class - that class that won with the 

Anglo-Irish Treaty - were allied to foreign capital. As the 

prominent socialist republican George Gilmore put it: 

“If anyone is interest in ferreting out the facts leading up 

to the change in foreign policy – and in home policy to 

correspond, for they cannot be separated –  I would 

suggest that he should study the newspaper reports 

relating to the manipulation of the Marshall Aid grants 

and loans, and the pushing into the background of the 

Minister of External Affairs -- whose policy was 

representative of the old republicanism of the Fianna Fail 

rank and file, by that section of the Fianna Fail leadership 

that was more representative of the business interests 

that were willing to work with the capitalist rulers of the 

Anglo-American power bloc”. (The Relevance of James 

Connolly in Ireland Today, 1971). 

Alongside monopolisation processes globally, the Irish 

indigenous capitalist class grew at first after the Treaty 

but, through mergers and external competition, Irish 

capitalist enterprises have over the years either become 

global players themselves (such as CRH and Ryanair) or 

are reduced to a secondary support and servicing 

function for foreign corporations in the domestic 

economy. In either case their interests are with the global 

system of monopoly capitalism, of imperialism.  

Foreign monopolies now play the dominant role in the 

economy, shaping our future to their needs. And so I 

think we can confidently say that the Irish ruling class 

today is a monopoly-dependent ruling class: it is either 

actively involved in monopoly capitalism outside Ireland 

or is engaged in servicing its needs in Ireland. It is 

essentially the same ruling class that signed the Treaty in 

1921 – the Irish big bourgeoisie. 

Of the top 50 companies in Ireland by turnover, 31 are 

foreign monopolies and 19 could be considered Irish 

companies. However, a closer examination of these 

“Irish” companies suggests that their interests are tied 

more to international operations than to a domestic 

market, meaning that their interests are aligned with 

those of their foreign monopoly friends. 

Of the 19 Irish companies in the top 50, only 6 are 

dependent on an Irish market. The rest are primarily 

concerned with reducing their production costs in Ireland 

or employing cheaper labour elsewhere and are primarily 

concerned with the freedom of movement of goods and 

capital for their overseas operations. 

This is significant and relevant to our discussions on 

republicanism as we return to the idea of a republic —a 

republic serving the needs of whom? What do American 

monopolies in Ireland want? They want access to 

European markets, low corporation tax, non-unionised 

workforces and the free movement of capital and labour. 

So, in this situation, what type of republic serves the 

needs of the ruling class - a republic with control over its 

own resources, its own borders, with an independent 

foreign policy, one whose people own, control and 

benefit from the wealth of the nation? No. Both their 

interests and those foreign interests on whose behalf 

they rule want an open, privatised economy and, in the 

present crisis, one that prioritises stabilising the euro 

currency and euro zone economy and paying the odious 
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debt of private institutions, even at the cost of 

impoverishing “their” people for generations to come. 

Did Fianna Fáil “betray the republic” when they 

guaranteed hundreds of billions of private finance debt? 

They acted entirely consistently with their class interests 

and those class interests they represent in protecting 

their funders and their creditors. 

And while Fianna Fáil suffered a crushing blow in the last 

election, both Fine Gael and the Labour Party were ready 

and on hand to literally pick up the tab and ensure that 

capitalism and its ruling class would survive in Ireland. 

Why? Because the nature of the economic developments 

in Ireland over the last century meant that Fianna Fáil no 

longer represented a different class from Fine Gael. 

Indigenous business that survived has become 

international, and the rest of the economy is largely 

monopolies or dependent on monopolies. 

But, most importantly for us, for working people, we have 

to decide what type of republic meets our class interests 

and our needs? What do the traditional republican 

principles of liberty, freedom, sovereignty, equality, 

solidarity and secularism mean for our class today? 

These are basic democratic principles which must be 

espoused  by the class wishing to replace the existing 

ruling class. While these ideas have existed through 

different times and in many different  societies, each time 

they have meant something different to the various 

classes within those societies. They are radical to the 

oppressed but have been usurped and stripped of 

political content by the ruling class. 

James Connolly, better than anyone else, very clearly 

placed republican principles in the context of capitalist 

imperialism. For Connolly it was clear: for a people to be 

free and for sovereignty to reside in the people, the 

political and economic form a republic must take is 

socialist. The only way to build a sovereign independent 

state is to build a socialist republic (or a workers’ 

republic, as he termed it). Connolly’s famous article 

“What is a free nation?” tackles this issue well. 

Socialism, in its very essence, is about winning the battle 

for democracy, for revolutionary democracy in all spheres 

of life: political, economic, and cultural. These democratic 

demands, simple but radical, are necessary for 

mobilising the great mass of the people, but it is only the 

working class itself which can guarantee true freedom 

and democracy. This is because the working class has 

no vested interest in maintaining a class society, a 

society based on exploitation. To secure an end to its 

own exploitation it must liberate the whole of society. 

Building a republic which can ensure the application of 

these principles and an end to exploitation and 

oppression is a class issue. 

Take health as an example —and again this draws in the 

issue of freedom and class. For Seán Quinn freedom 

meant the freedom to profit from private health care and 

the inadequate public services that exist. The class 

whose interests the Irish state protects and serves has 

no vested interest in the provision of a health service for 

its citizens. This made Quinn a wealthy man. For us, 

freedom and health care means the freedom not to have 

to worry about medical treatment if we become ill, the 

freedom to know that our society —our republic— will 

care for us when we are not well. Our view of freedom 

requires a publicly funded and controlled comprehensive 

health service for all our people. Quinn’s view of freedom 

required the opposite; a “market opportunity”, wherein 

health and insurance are commodities to be bought and 

sold. 

And we must be clear that the provision and funding of 

such a comprehensive system  is a class issue, not some 

technical economic question. To develop the kind of 

freedom we want means we will have to control capital 

and wealth on this island, and not allow it control us. Our 

natural resources should not be the private property of 

corporations or individuals: they should be the common 

wealth of society. Oil, gas, minerals, agriculture, forestry, 
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sea and sea life, wind etc.  -  all our natural resources, 

should be harnessed for the common good. There should 

be no right to hold such common resources as private 

property. And it is this over-riding right to private property 

that stands between us and true democracy and 

freedom. 

The same can be said for all those things we require 

from a true republic: a health service, education, housing, 

transport, jobs, pensions, sports and culture, and so on. 

The final point I’ll re-emphasise is that ,as republicans 

and socialists, we need a clear vision of the republic that 

meets our class needs and interests. Such a republic 

cannot be an abstract concept of a free nation or it’s not 

worth fighting for. Liam Mellows realised this as he 

crouched in the Four Courts, being shelled by an alliance 

of Irish and British capitalist interests, and watched the 

working people of Dublin scurry to work (see “Liam 

Mellows and the Irish Revolution” by C. Desmond 

Greaves). 

In advocating and agitating for this republic we are 

engaged in class struggle and ultimately class war. This 

will provide us with allies but it will also provide us with 

class enemies—and right now our enemies are far more 

class-conscious and far more organised as a class than 

we are, and therefore they are winning. This raises the 

question of the coercive role of the state as a class force, 

something republicans know about, and of what anti-

imperialist strategy will best build our republic, our 

socialism. These will be dealt with in future papers. 
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2 | THE STATE 
 
THE STATE AND IT'S FUNCTIONS IN CAPITALIST SOCIETY

The three papers presented at this seminar laid out what 

a socialist-republican attitude to the state: 

Eugene McCartan says that the revolutionary and 

reformist currents of the workers’ movement, the 

communist and the social-democratic, have been 

distinguished by their approach to the state—the first, the 

communists, argues that revolutionary overthrow of the 

state is necessary for socialism; the second, the social 

democrats, says that capitalism and its state can be 

reformed. 

States are the product of a society at a particular stage of 

development. In class societies, the state is the product 

of the “irreconcilability of class antagonisms,” and it 

serves the interests of the dominant class in society. 

“Governments in capitalist society are,” as James 

Connolly said, “but committees of the rich to manage the 

affairs of the capitalist class.” 

In bourgeois democracy, the elections, the parliaments, 

and the political debate give the illusion of democracy, 

but the people do not really control the decision-making 

process. The nature and character of the state is not 

determined by elections, but by the balance of class 

forces in society. The state in capitalist society is 

designed to serve the interests of the ruling class and 

preserve its hegemony, and elected representatives 

cannot change this unless they take control of and 

transform the institutions of the bourgeois state. 

The trappings of democracy in the capitalist state are for 

show only: when necessary, they will be cast aside 

without hesitation—witness the technocratic 

governments in Greece and Italy recently or the 

overthrow of Salvador Allende in Chile in 1973. The state 

is not neutral, not a disinterested arbiter between 

competing interests: it is an instrument of class power. 

While the ruling class wages class struggle through the 

state, it also has economic power through ownership of 

the means of production, and these sources of power 

enable it to spread its values and worldview throughout 

society. 

The reformists believe that the state is neutral and want 

to make it better and fairer. But, while struggle has won 

concessions within capitalism, such reforms cannot shift 

the balance of power from capital to labour. The 

reformists do not recognise the class nature of the state. 

If we want to bring about social transformation, we must 

work to develop class consciousness among the working 

class, so that they will understand the class nature of 

society and the state, as well as the necessity and 

feasibility of taking state power as a step on the road to 

socialism. Socialism will only be built through the 

conscious actions of the working class. We can create 

that class consciousness through education, debate, 

mobilisation, and action. 

In his paper Kevin McCorry writes that a socialist society 

is one run primarily in the interests of the working class. 

Socialism calls for social control of capital in the human 

interest—the alternatives are socialism or barbarism. 

Democracy means government by the people, but 

modern “democracies” tend to be run by unelected 

officials; representatives tend to be unresponsive to the 

citizens who elected them; and the media and other 

institutions exercise vast control over public debate. In 
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Ireland, the country is partitioned and the majority of laws 

and policies are decided by the EU and the eurozone. 

This EU integration and lack of democracy is the central 

issue in Irish politics today. The EU treaties amount to a 

contract not to have socialism. 

Peadar O’Donnell once said that “Republicanism is the 

most left-wing thing in Ireland until the Republic is 

achieved,” and this is still the case. An independent state 

must be established first: it can then implement economic 

and political change for socialism. The labour movement, 

the left, and all socialists should be the staunchest 

republicans and strongest supporters of an independent 

Irish state. 

Most of the social democrats and ultra-left are hostile to 

the nation state and are in favour of the transfer of 

powers from the national to the supranational level: they 

believe that the EU will be more progressive and can 

create a “social Europe.” But, when laws are made by the 

European Council, national parliaments and their citizens 

no longer have control over the decision-making process. 

Until a genuinely independent Irish state is established, 

genuine political democracy will remain an unfulfilled 

aspiration. 

Transnational capital predominates over national capital 

in today’s world, and monopoly supersedes competition. 

Big capital is subversive of democracy and uses its 

domination of resources to set the agenda of public 

affairs and ensure its world view is central to public 

debate. Imposing social control on transnational capital 

requires the cooperation of independent nation states 

that are ruled in the interests of the people, of the 

working class. This would be the first step towards a 

society where production is organised to meet need; 

where there is the fullest democracy; and where relations 

between people are fully human. 

In his paper The Northern Irish State and Ideology, Eddie 

Molloy argues that the history of the Northern Irish state 

concerned the subordination of the nationalist and 

unionist working class to their respective middle classes 

and bourgeoisie, as each bloc consolidated around 

communal identities. The Catholic and Protestant 

churches, the Ancient Order of Hibernians and the 

Orange Order, the Ulster Unionist Labour Association, 

and a host of other groups contributed to this, with a loyal 

Protestant population being brought into and behind the 

state and the Catholic population being excluded. 

By the mid-twentieth century, systematic discrimination, 

on the one hand, and the rise of the Catholic middle 

class, on the other, created a situation that could not be 

contained. Concession of the demands of the Civil Rights 

Movement, which were normal in other capitalist 

countries, would threaten the survival of the Orange 

state. As a result, reformist demands became 

unachievable through the existing system. 

As conflict broke out, unionism began to fracture, the 

Catholic middle class could no longer contain the working 

class, and a mass Republican Movement emerged that 

was a vehicle for autonomous working class politics. At 

this point, the British state reclaimed control of the 

coercive apparatus of the state, and through a 

combination of coercion and ideology attempted to re-

establish stability. Co-option of working class 

communities through funding and community projects 

was an important part of this strategy. The outcome has 

ended in reconstruction of the Northern Irish state, this 

time with Catholics/nationalists inside and working within 

the system rather than on the outside. 

The Good Friday Agreement presents itself as a means 

of providing a “neutral” state, in which all communities 

and classes can pursue their interests. The DUP and 

Sinn Féin have become part of this administration and 

are attempting to demobilise their communities. In this 

arrangement, class is ignored, and “religious” or 

“national” communities, assumed to be homogenous and 

non-class riven, become the basis of politics. 

Sectarianism is reasserted, and the working classes 

remain subordinated. 
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The State: “The Irreconcilability of Class Antagonisms” 

by Eugene McCartan 

 

State power and political office 

Historically, the workers’ movement has had two principal 

currents, the revolutionary and the reformist, typified by, 

on the one hand, the Communist movement and, on the 

other, the social-democratic or labour parties. One of the 

key differences between these two currents, both of 

which claim to be for socialism, is whether it can be 

achieved through a succession of reforms within 

capitalism or if, in fact, it requires the revolutionary 

overthrow of the capitalist system. Central to these 

divergent approaches has been the question of the 

nature and role of the state: is it neutral or is it in an 

instrument of class rule? 

This is the question that this talk will focus on: whether 

we can reform capitalism sufficiently to transform it into 

socialism or if the working class needs to be mobilised to 

challenge for state power itself, to establish its own state 

that will reflect and protect its own class interests. To 

deal with this, we need to look much deeper into the 

nature of power. Where does power come from? In 

whose hands does it rest? 

All states are the product of and reflect a society at a 

certain stage of development. A state is the product of 

the “irreconcilability of class antagonisms” in that society. 

This has been the case with slave, feudal, and capitalist 

societies—societies that are based on exploitation. Each 

ruling class needs the means to defend its class interests 

and to constantly reproduce and reinforce its own 

ideological hegemony. As James Connolly put it: 

“Governments in capitalist society are but committees of 

the rich to manage the affairs of the capitalist class.” 

If a state is the product of and a reflection of the 

dominant class within society, can workers simply use a 

state that was created for and serves the interests of the 

class that exploits them? 

The state is made up of a number of elements, including 

the legislature (the Dáil and Seanad) and the executive 

arm (the government). These are normally determined by 

electoral means, but they are not the totality of the state. 

Other elements of the state include: state organisations 

and the civil service (which directs and imposes the 

ideological orientation of all organs of the state); the 

judiciary (judges and the courts system); the repressive 

arms of the state (police and army, including secret 

police or political police); and the educational system 

(part of the ideological arm of the state, it is principally 

and intentionally designed to reproduce the class 

relations that suit the ruling class; helping to construct a 

worldview that makes an exploitative system, such as 

imperialism, appear normal and natural). 

On the surface, bourgeois democracy, or representative 

democracy, appears to be what it claims to be: 

government by the people for the people. We get the 

opportunity to vote every few years for the party of our 

choice, and we get a government that reflects that 

democratic vote. But, we know that this gives the people 

little real control over the decision-making process. 

We need to draw a distinction between being in 

government and having power. State power is the power 

of a particular class. There is a close relationship but, 

nevertheless, a distinction between government and the 

state. Government represents the highest expression of 

political power within the state but does not itself 
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constitute the state. Recently, we have witnessed in both 

Greece and Italy governments of the day being removed 

when they could not deliver, were not strong enough to 

deliver, or resistance from working people was too strong 

for them to deliver what the state and the EU required—

they were replaced by technocratic administrations. 

In government but not in power 

Elected assemblies and governments are created by 

electoral means; but the totality of the nature and 

character of the state is not, in general, determined by 

elections but by the balance of class forces within 

society. So, a party can have a “democratic mandate” 

and form a government, but its views and policies may 

not be the dominant ones within the state or the state 

apparatus. In bourgeois democracies, parties nearly 

always act within the parameters set by the dominant 

interests in society, irrespective of the policies and views 

of the parties themselves. 

We also need to be mindful of the fact that universal 

suffrage was not always a feature of bourgeois 

democracy. The right to vote for workers was not granted 

but was won through long and bitter struggles over many 

decades and centuries. For example, adult male suffrage 

was achieved in Britain in1918 (this election also so the 

vote extended to propertied women over 30 years of 

age). All women got the vote in Britain ten years later 

(five years after they got it in the Free State!). The right to 

vote was one of the demands in the People’s Charter of 

1838. In the United States, it was achieved in the early 

nineteen-twenties. In many places, democratic forces 

and the women’s movement had to struggle even longer 

to achieve a vote for women: in Switzerland women did 

not get the vote until 1972. 

Historical experience also shows that when the capitalist 

system goes into crisis and the existing state is not 

strong enough to maintain the power of the ruling class, it 

will leave aside what they call “democracy” and institute 

arbitrary rule—even fascist rule, if necessary. This 

happened not only in Germany but also in many other 

states in Europe in the 1920s and 30s. It also happened 

in Chile in 1973, when the military overthrew the left 

government of Salvador Allende, and the many other 

fascist coups in Latin America, carried out by imperialism 

in alliance with the native ruling classes. 

The use of state power to suppress opponents is not 

something of the past but is a constant and necessary 

factor. On the surface, we can have “normal” bourgeois 

democracy, but, at the same time, we can have a 

militarised state to secure the continuation of the system. 

Therefore, the state is not “neutral”: it is not a 

disinterested player standing outside of and arbitrating 

between conflicting interests—for example, between 

slave and slave-owner, between peasant and feudal lord, 

or between workers and bosses. The state is an 

instrument of class power; in fact, it is the principal 

instrument for enforcing and perpetuating the dictatorship 

of the ruling class, of capital. It is the principal instrument 

of class struggle on behalf of the ruling class. 

The interests of the ruling class are thus represented in 

the state—but, alongside the state, the ruling class also 

has its economic power through its ownership of the 

means of production, distribution, and exchange. Its 

ideological control is not only through the educational 

system but also through its controlled media and its 

cultural and social structures, which shape and 

determine the consciousness of the mass of the people. 

Through these means, capitalism recreates its value 

system every day, in each generation, within all classes 

under its domination — it reinforces its own world view. 

Experience shows that working-class struggle can win 

concessions from the state: local bodies and structures 

can be built, including industrial-relations structures and 

the legalisation of trade unions, but they remain, for the 

most part, dependent on the state in various ways 

(including funding), thereby creating a relationship of 

dependence. Community organisations represent a 

potential threat to the status quo as do trade unions. 

Therefore, they are constrained to work in partnership 

with local authorities and state agencies. Some leading 
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elements end up being co-opted into the system to 

become managers or stewards of the people’s 

aspirations within and for the system. 

The reformist approach 

Regarding the state machine as neutral and above class 

interests, the reformists wish to “perfect” the state 

machine, to smooth the rough edges, and to institute 

reforms that make the system more acceptable and more 

bearable to the masses of the people. We have the 

experience of mass politics winning concession, such as 

public health services, free education, and even limited 

public ownership of certain industries and services. They 

were a necessary compromise, conceded to ensure the 

maintenance of the whole system. Yet, they are not 

permanent and do not shift the balance of power from 

capital to labour. They are concessions, and, as we know 

from experience, they are constantly under pressure from 

the ruling class who want to reduce or do away with them 

(e.g. by privatising services) 

The reformists do not want to challenge the system itself, 

and they deny the class nature of the state. Workers are 

chastised daily and told they must be “realistic” in their 

demands and aspirations. “Social partnership” is an 

advanced form of reformism, wishing to perfect the 

relationship between workers and the bosses. This 

approach is the result of the fact that reformism is 

concerned with accommodation with the system, not its 

overthrow. The role of reformism within the workers’ 

movement and wider democratic opinion is the working 

out of the dominant ideology within these social forces. 

We also hear politicians talk about the “national interest”; 

but there is no single national interest, as was pointed 

out in the first of our seminars. Working people have 

interests, needs, goals, and aspirations, as also has the 

ruling class; but they are not the same interests. Was it 

not the Irish capitalist class that wanted and needed the 

Treaty of 1921 because it secured their class 

interests?—to paraphrase Connolly, they where more 

than happy to “paint the postboxes green.” A more 

contemporary example of this was when the Irish 

establishment imposed the odious debt on our people in 

the “national interest,” and everything was and is being 

be sacrificed to make sure we pay it. 

Part of the ideological control is the promotion of 

individualist as opposed to collective thinking in the 

educational system, in sport and reality TV, and 

elsewhere. The media today is heavily controlled and 

dominated by monopoly interests. There is little room 

provided for any critical thinking. The educational system, 

the mass media, and the many cultural influences are 

shaped and controlled by the needs and interests of the 

ruling class and big business. 

The establishment, both nationally and globally, funds 

many research and academic institutions to promote their 

ideas and interests. All the main political parties in this 

country have sent numerous people for training at the 

National Endowment for Democracy in the USA. Atlantic 

Philanthropies funds at least four “think tanks” in this 

state. The ruling class has created a complex network of 

bodies to influence and shape people’s worldview. 

We have to ask the question: How can working people 

move forward if this ideological conditioning is not 

challenged and ultimately defeated? If we don’t challenge 

the dominant ideas, workers’ demands and the solutions 

offered will be acceptable only if they operate within that 

very narrow ideological straitjacket. The current and 

deepening crisis of capitalism will prevent the 

implementation of “a better, fairer way “at this time. 

The revolutionary approach 

Therefore, for those of us who wish to bring about social 

transformation and to shift the balance of forces in favour 

of labour and away from capital, we need to look much 

more deeply at people’s understanding of their own 

conditions and at their alienation within and from the 

system. One manifestation of that alienation is the 

growing number of people who no longer vote. They see 

little point in doing so. We have four major parties in the 
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Dáil with little ideological difference between them. The 

differences concern when, where, and how the state 

should intervene within society, in order to save the 

economic system by managing the conflicting 

relationships. In other words, the differences concern 

how do perfect the relationship between the exploiters 

and the exploited within the system, not whether and how 

to end exploitation. 

People learn not just from experience but also from 

study. That is why seminars like these are important. 

Here we discuss, debate, share, and pass on the 

collective historical experience of the working class. 

Workers’ actions are motivated by self-interest in the first 

place, but, given the social nature of production, they are 

forced to combine with others to realise their self interest. 

The largest expression of this and the only really mass 

organisation of the working class is the trade union 

movement. 

The trade union movement represents that very basic 

conflict between labour and capital at an industrial and 

employment level. Where workers are collectively 

organised in an employment sector, it demonstrates the 

power of collective organisation and action and the 

conflicting interests between wages and profit. Clearly a 

movement that has the potential and resources to 

mobilise the working class, the trade union movement is 

a key area of work and a battle ground of ideas for 

anyone wanting to bring about radical social change. 

Electoral struggle is but one form of struggle: it is 

combination with mass political mobilisation that can shift 

the electoral battle on to a new level. Electoral struggle 

provides a platform to present alternatives, raise key 

political questions, and present demands that move the 

class forward in a conscious way. We know from 

experience that, on their own, elections are often 

reduced to beauty competitions and personality factors. 

The material world shapes our consciousness; so, in a 

class-divided society, the dominant ideas will shape how 

people see the world. But their daily lives constantly bring 

them into conflict with this, without their realising what the 

problem really is, namely, the system itself. We need to 

mobilise the working class around demands that bring 

unity, that challenge the dominant ideas, and that 

separate the people from the dominant ideas and values. 

We need to help expose the contradictions between what 

people understand and experience and what the ruling 

class tells us we should believe in and demand. And we 

need to look for the strategic weaknesses of our enemy, 

the places where mass democratic politics can be 

brought to bear in order to weaken them and to 

strengthen the people’s forces and shift the balance of 

forces. 

We must concern ourselves with building class-

consciousness, with the aim of convincing the working 

class of the possibility and the necessity of taking state 

power. Socialism can only be built by the conscious 

actions of the working class. We must work to bring more 

people into political struggle, as distinct from mere 

electoralism, and to challenge the state at all levels. 

Finally we need to remember: the state is the product of 

the “irreconcilability of class antagonisms” in society: it 

will always serve the interests of the dominant class. 
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The State: Republicanism and Democracy 

by Kevin McCorry 

 

A socialist society is one run primarily in the interests of 

the working class, those who must sell their labour in 

order to live. In advanced industrial society, the working 

class, so defined, is the largest social class and grows 

continually larger. Such a definition of socialist society 

makes the class character of the state its essential 

criterion rather than the proportion of socialized to private 

capital. It does not mean that the state runs everything. 

Rule in the interest of the working class is compatible 

with a variety of property forms: state enterprise, 

municipal, cooperative, family, and private capital, in 

different and ever changing proportions. There will never 

be any final or perfect combination of these, as the mix 

that optimises output, working conditions, and the 

general public welfare will always be shifting in 

accordance with technical and social change. What 

makes a society socialist rather than capitalist is that it is 

the interests of Labour rather than of Capital that are 

ultimately decisive in its overall running. 

Capitalism is a history of wars, socialism a history of 

mistakes. The classical socialist writers developed a 

critique of capitalism but left no blueprint for the 

construction of socialism, a society where production and 

distribution are geared rationally to the satisfaction of 

human need, where there is the fullest democracy, and 

where relations between people are profoundly human. 

They saw socialism arising over a long period of time out 

of the contradictions of capitalism. Socialists should 

above all be able to think historically. When did 

capitalism begin? If it took capitalism centuries to 

develop, and it is still in full spate in many parts of the 

world, is it not naive to expect socialism to spring full-

grown from the womb of history in our particular century? 

Moreover, as capitalism developed in a zigzag way, with 

periods of setback as well as advance, should not an 

historical perspective lead one to expect a long period of 

complex interaction between capitalism and socialism 

throughout the world before the one finally gives way to 

the other. The historical alternatives are socialism or 

barbarism. Socialism calls for social control of capital in 

the human interest, which means ecologically sensitive 

economic development on a global scale. With humanity 

expected to nearly double in numbers by 2050 and the 

income-per-head and resource gulf between the First 

and Third Worlds ever widening, failure to restrain the 

furies of private interest in the First World, which leads 

one-sixth of mankind to consume the greater part of the 

world's non-land resources, imperils the future of the 

human race itself. 

“Democracy” and “freedom” are two much abused words. 

Strictly speaking, democracy means government by the 

people. The human race is around one million years old; 

history is some 6000 years old; industrialism 300 years 

or so; and democracy, understood as provision of the 

universal franchise and the recognition that men and 

women everywhere possess human rights, has existed 

for about a century. Over much of the world, these rights 

are still denied and many nations that seek statehood are 

refused the right to self-determination. 

Democracy could exist in its literal sense in a city state 

whose entire population could attend a meeting, though, 

obviously, the entire population could not sit in 

permanent session. This dilemma is solved through 

representation. At the same time, the universal franchise 

is of limited value in the absence of fair and proportional 
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voting systems and controls on electoral spending to 

prevent the rich and powerful "buying" votes. 

Yet, it is surprising how small a part representation plays 

in the conduct of “democracies”: the judiciary is 

appointed; the executive is appointed; the legislature is 

elected but for a fixed term, and representatives who do 

not fulfill their mandate cannot be recalled. The party 

forming the government is under no legal obligation to 

carry out the programme on which it was elected. 

Virtually all positions of office in the legislature are in the 

Taoiseach’s gift. While coverage of political parties and 

different stances on referendum issues is technically 

equal on radio and TV during times of election and 

referendums, the mass media is free to interfere to its 

heart’s content in the electoral or referendum process 

and in the political process more generally. 

Over all is the fact that this country is still partitioned, 

while the majority of the laws and policies of the Irish 

state are now decided by the EU and eurozone, and the 

state has no control over fundamental instruments of 

economic policy, interest rates and exchange rate policy 

in particular, as it has surrendered control of monetary 

policy by joining the seventeen-state eurozone. The 

central issue in Southern Irish politics today (indeed, in 

the politics of every European country), on which career-

oriented and erstwhile left-wing politicians regularly use 

leftist rhetoric to cover right-wing practice, is support for 

the eurozone and deeper integration into it. It must, 

necessarily, be so, for eurozone and general EU 

integration is the central political and economic project of 

European-based transnational capital. One cannot be 

neutral in face of this: one must be either for it or against 

it. 

Republican and socialist Peadar O'Donnell once said: 

“Republicanism is the most left-wing thing in Ireland until 

the Republic is achieved.” It has not been achieved, so 

republicanism is still the criterion for all progressive 

politics. As an old but still active socialist republican, he 

identified with those who argued that the European 

Community treaties, embodying as they do the free 

movement of capital and labour unimpeded by national 

governments, amounted to a contract not to have 

socialism! Forty years later, when the Brussels 

institutions have typically become responsible for half or 

more of the legal acts in each of the 27 EU member 

states each year, what reasonable person can doubt that 

he was right? 

What can talk of “socialism” mean in a European Union 

context when the EU member states are constitutionally 

prevented by the EU treaties from adopting socialist 

measures and when classical laissez-faire and neo-

liberal policies are regularly enforced on them by the 

Brussels Commission and the EU Court of Justice by 

means of heavy fines? In colonial countries and countries 

like Ireland with legacy national problems, it is only 

commonsense and in accordance with historical 

experience that an independent state needs to be 

established before that state can implement the 

economic and political changes that constitute socialism, 

however defined. 

In the 1930s, O’Donnell, George Gilmore, and Frank 

Ryan sought to rally people in the Republican Congress 

around the slogan “The Republic” and opposed the call 

for “The Workers’ Republic”, while their more leftist-

sounding opponents ended up on the political right in the 

Labour Party. James Connolly, the founder of Irish 

socialism, was a socialist republican, indeed a Marxist 

one. In 1916, he allied himself with the non-socialists 

Pearse, Clarke, Mac Diarmada, and the rest, not to 

establish socialism but to establish an Irish Republic, an 

independent Irish state, which would have “unfettered 

control of Irish destinies” and be “a beacon light to the 

oppressed of every land.” 

It was the lesson of the socialist Connolly's life that 

socialists, the Left, and the Labour Movement should 

strive to be the most dedicated republicans, the most 

committed to maintaining the strategic centrality of a 

genuinely independent Irish state as the core republican 

objective together with the political and organisational 

unity of the Republican Movement as the means to that 
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objective, until the Republic was attained. For if that were 

done, it would put left-wing and socialist republicans in 

the best position to ensure that the Republic, when it was 

attained, would move forward to adopt radical and left-

oriented economic policies. 

In the European context, the common feature of 

mainstream social democracy and of numerous ultra-left 

groups is hostility to the nation state as the locus of 

political democracy and support for the main policies of 

the EU. These parties convince themselves that 

somehow, in some unexplained fashion, they will get 

progressive left-wing policies from Brussels and from 

Frankfurt, if only the EU institutions would act in a left-

wing fashion instead of a right-wing one, although they 

offer no explanation as to how this miracle is supposed to 

come about. 

Accordingly they have no objection in principle to the 

transfer of ever further powers from the national to the 

supranational level and do not call for the return or 

"repatriation" of these powers when they have been 

surrendered. Anti-national leftists of this kind see the 

transfer of state powers to the eurozone or EU level as 

the prerequisite for "progressive" policies being adopted 

supranationally. It is normal for Labour Party politicians 

and others to use left-sounding phrases and rhetoric to 

cover up their right-wing opportunistic practice, which has 

led them repeatedly to put the reactionaries of Fine Gael 

into government, while making good political careers for 

themselves in the process. 

Because, until a genuinely independent Irish state has 

been established, other desirable dimensions of political 

democracy—which most states do not yet recognise, 

such as direct legislation by citizens through 

referendums; the right of a sufficient number of citizens 

to initiate a referendum alongside rules for fairness in 

referendums; the institution of term-limits for consecutive 

periods of office to encourage the circulation of political 

elites; provision for the recall of public representatives 

who flout their election pledges; and the optimal balance 

of central and local government to encourage citizen 

participation in public administration and efficient 

provision of public services—will remain for the most part 

as aspirations. In the meantime, every time an EU treaty 

abolishes the national veto in a particular policy area and 

law-making is shifted from the national to the 

supranational level, where laws are made by qualified 

majority voting in the EU Council of Ministers, national 

parliaments and citizens lose power correspondingly, for 

they no longer have the final say in the areas concerned. 

Simultaneously, individual government ministers, who 

are members of the executive arm of government at 

national level and must have a national parliamentary 

majority behind them for their policies, are turned into 

legislators for 500 million Europeans as members of the 

EU’s twenty-seven person Council of Ministers. The 

more policy areas shift from the national level to 

Brussels, the more power shifts from national legislatures 

to national executives; and the more the power of 

individual ministers and bureaucrats increases, the more 

keeping in with their fellow members of the exclusive 

Council of Ministers "club" of EU legislators becomes 

personally important for national Ministers at EU level 

rather than being awkward in defence of their own 

peoples' interests. 

Increasingly, they come to see their function vis-à-vis one 

another as delivering their national electorates in support 

of further EU integration. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that the opponents of democracy concentrate their 

attacks on the principles of national sovereignty. Expect 

a spate of books and articles in the run-up to the 1916 

centenary describing the Rising as a terrible mistake, 

while the participation of Irish men in the First World War 

will be presented as a legitimate expression of Irish 

national identity. 

When laws are made by the EU Council, national 

parliaments and peoples can no longer decide or make 

laws on the issue in question. A member state on its own 

cannot decide a single European law. Its people, 

parliament, and government may be opposed to such a 

law and its government representative on the Council of 
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Ministers may vote against it, but they are bound to obey 

it, nonetheless, once it has been adopted by a qualified-

majority Council vote. This devalues the vote of every 

individual citizen. 

Each policy area that is transferred from the national 

level to the supranational EU level devalues it further. 

This reduces the political ability of citizens to decide what 

the common good is and deprives them of the most 

fundamental right of membership of a democracy, the 

right to make their own laws or to elect their 

representatives to make them and to change those 

representatives if they dislike the laws they make. 

European integration is, therefore, not just a process of 

depriving Europe's nation states and peoples of their 

national democracy and independence. Within each 

member state, it also represents a gradual coup by 

government executives against legislatures and by 

politicians against the citizens who elect them. It turns 

the state itself into an enemy of its own people, while 

imposing a form of financial feudalism on Europe. 

So, for this reason, socialists and the Labour Movement 

should strive to be the foremost champions of 

democracy, the best and most consistent fighters against 

imperialism, sexism, and racism, and the strongest 

defenders of national independence and democratic 

accountability in public life. 

What about “freedom”? Most people’s lives are not very 

free. They go to work every day and do what they are 

paid to do. If they are unemployed, they are free to draw 

benefit; they are free to emigrate. What should we 

conclude from this?—freedom is only available to those 

with sufficient funds; the greater the funds, the greater 

the freedom. 

Should capital be free from all restraints? Most people, 

even ardent capitalists, will say no. But who can restrain 

it? The only force strong enough is the state. While it is 

always the case that the state will favour one class over 

another, it will have to respond to the interplay of 

interests within the community. If you are running a vast 

transactional monopoly with a stake in every country, you 

are tempted to say: “If it weren’t for these elected 

governments, I could do just what I liked.” 

Capitalism is a society run primarily in the interests of the 

owners and controllers of capital, who, therefore, decide 

the main lines of society's development. The dominant 

sections of modern capital are transnational rather than 

national. Nowadays, as monopoly supersedes 

competitive capitalism, with three hundred or so giant 

transnational firms controlling half the manufacturing 

output of the world, capitalism itself has become the main 

enemy of democracy. It is so through its concentration of 

resources that enables it to set the agenda of public 

affairs, through its dominance of the communications 

media, and through the assault by the transnational firms 

on the nation state, the principal agency evolved by 

mankind for imposing social controls on capital, society's 

investment surplus. Modern big capital has outgrown the 

nation state; but it could just as well be said that the 

nation state has outgrown big capital. As big capital is 

now so subversive of democracy, the struggle to 

establish or defend national democracy has become part 

and parcel of the struggle for socialism. 

At present, the leaders of the mainstream socialist, 

Labour, and social democratic parties have betrayed the 

working classes throughout Europe by supporting the 

main political project of European transnational capital, a 

Euro-federalist EC/EU. This is a betrayal comparable in 

its way to that of 1914, a time when capitalism was 

overwhelmingly nationally based and when the 

mainstream social democratic parties in the various 

European countries supported their respective national 

governments in sending Europe's workers to slaughter 

one another in the First World War. 

Imposing social controls on transnational capital requires 

the cooperation of independent nation states that are 

ruled by political interests that see the necessity of such 

controls. As the largest transnational firms, finance 

capital in particular, are global in operation, this calls for 

new forms of international cooperation that transcend 
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regional groupings such as the European Union. 

Measures to control transnational capital through 

international bodies such as the United Nations—by 

means of agreement on an international tax on the 

turnover of such firms to provide resources for global 

social purposes, for example —may come to be 

advocated as realistic international strategies in coming 

decades. 

To conclude, some paragraphs from the start of this 

paper are worth repeating: 

Capitalism is a history of wars, socialism a history of 

mistakes. The classical socialist writers developed a 

critique of capitalism, but left no blueprint for the 

construction of socialism, a society where production and 

distribution are geared rationally to the satisfaction of 

human need, where there is the fullest democracy, and 

where relations between people are profoundly human. 

They saw socialism arising over a long period of time out 

of the contradictions of capitalism. Socialists should 

above all be able to think historically. When did 

capitalism begin? Was it 15th century Venice, 16th 

century Geneva, 17th century Holland, or 18th century 

England? If it took capitalism centuries to develop, and it 

is still in full spate in many parts of the world, is it not 

naive to expect socialism to spring full-grown from the 

womb of history in our particular century? 

Moreover, as capitalism developed in a zigzag way, with 

periods of setback as well as advance, should not an 

historical perspective lead one to expect a long period of 

complex interaction between capitalism and socialism 

throughout the world before the one finally gives way to 

the other. 
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The Northern Irish State: Class and Ideology 

by Eddie Molloy 

 

The history of the Northern Irish state can be seen as the 

movement to incorporate the working classes into a 

fundamentally bourgeois project. This is mirrored in both 

the Catholic and the Protestant working classes. The 

Northern Irish state has seen a plethora of organisations 

designed for this purpose: from the Loyal Orange Lodges 

(LOLs) and the Ulster Unionist Labour Association 

(UULA), to the Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH), as 

well as the Catholic and Protestant churches. In 

understanding the Northern Irish state, it is necessary to 

take these organisations that have penetrated deep into 

civil society into account. By doing this, we can also 

understand the fundamental instability at the heart of the 

unionist project. The political necessity for these 

organisations rested with the fundamental premise of the 

state as a Protestant state for a Protestant people. The 

exclusion of the Catholic population necessitated the 

incorporation of all sections of the Protestant population 

into the state apparatus to establish and maintain 

legitimacy. 

The normal means by which liberal democracies 

establish legitimacy (i.e. through the apparent elevation 

of the state above party differences and the presentation 

of itself as a neutral arbiter of competing interests) was 

not available to the Unionist movement for two reasons. 

First, there was the real or imagined disloyalty of the 

Catholic population. Second, Northern Ireland itself was 

born out of highly militarised formations that would form 

the coercive backbone of the Six County state and would 

be maintained to keep the Catholic population in check. 

This, in turn, fed into a heightened sense of communal 

identification that could be used both by the Unionist 

leaders to co-opt or destroy any workers’ movement and 

by the Catholic hierarchy and their allies in the historically 

weak Catholic middle class to set themselves up as the 

spokespersons for the nationalist population as a whole. 

This can be seen, for example, in the masthead of the 

biggest selling daily amongst the Catholic working class 

in the north which states Pro fide et patria (‘For faith and 

fatherland’). 

So, I will give a brief outline of the formation of the state 

and its class basis. Then, I will mention the ways in which 

Unionism, being the ideology of the state, expressed 

itself and maintained its dominance, before dealing with 

the nature of the civil rights movement. I will look briefly 

at the conflict from 1969 to 1998, addressing what is 

probably the most important issue: that of the current 

class basis of the northern state. 

Foundation of the state 

The unionist bloc was formed in 1911–13, after the 

cross-sectarian workers’ struggles of the early years of 

the twentieth century and around the time of the Third 

Home Rule Bill crisis, which was consolidated by the 

foundation and structure of the Ulster Volunteer Force 

(UVF). This led to the defeat of so-called independent 

Orangeism, which was characterised by anti-landlord, 

anti-oligarchic, and democratic feeling amongst the 

lower-class sections of the Protestant population. 

However, residues of this position could still be found in 

the labour movement. This can be seen in the fact that, 

while over 450,000 signed the Ulster Covenant in 1912, 

up to 12,000 Protestants signed an alternative covenant 

the following year in Ballymoney. But, this independent 

working-class fraction was to be repressed in the 

increasingly jingoistic atmosphere of the First World War. 
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We can see the way in which local elites (Catholic and 

Protestant) managed to maintain their control over their 

working class co-religionists with two examples. On the 

one hand, Éamon de Valera was defeated in the 1918 

West Belfast election by Joe Devlin, precisely because 

the Catholic middle class, the AOH, and the Catholic 

Church hierarchy threw their weight behind Devlin in an 

attempt to stop the post-1916 revolutionary contagion 

spreading northwards. Similarly, in 1918, the formation of 

the UULA (whose stated aim was to combat the twin 

‘evils’ of socialism and republicanism) resulted from the 

threat to social order emanating from the high levels of 

unemployment following the First World War. So, the 

Protestant middle classes spread rumours and 

accusations of Catholic infiltration of the shipyards during 

the war, whilst honest Ulstermen were doing their 

patriotic duty. By 1920, the UULA was being used to 

police Protestant areas and protect looters attacking 

Catholic businesses.  

The importance of the UULA as both a coercive and 

ideological support for the unionist bourgeoisie can be 

seen in the fact that it was officially recognised by British 

Prime Minister Lloyd George, and it would survive into 

the nascent Northern Ireland state as the Ulster Special 

Constabulary or B-Specials. Predictably, this led to a 

situation in which, by 1920, there were 8,000 expulsions 

in one week. This was followed by the infamous 1922 

Special Powers Act. 

From this, then, we can glean a clear picture of the 

militaristic nature of the state in Northern Ireland from its 

very inception. But, this militarism was closely linked to 

the incorporation of the Protestant working class into the 

emerging state apparatus (though the UULA and other 

organisations), which in turn was deployed to support the 

economic and political interests of the bourgeoisie. 

Similarly, in 1920, the Catholic middle class can be seen 

to have been in control of the Catholic working class 

population. After the state was founded, this was 

consolidated by the fact that the Roman Catholic Church 

was the only non-Protestant group that could extract 

concessions (control of education, for example) from 

Stormont. 

However, it should not be forgotten that there were also 

challenges to this form of hegemonic control. In 1919, 

40,000 engineers and ship-yard workers went on strike 

and even defeated some UULA candidates in local 

elections. This was followed by Catholic and Protestant 

unity during the Outdoor Relief Riots in 1932, which was 

again defeated by sectarian attacks. In 1935, those 

travelling to the Eucharistic Congress in the Free State 

were attacked, and further pogroms followed. 

Civil rights 

By the mid-twentieth century, the Orange State was 

characterised by systematic discrimination in the 

allocation of housing; electoral gerrymandering; 

economic inequality; and sectarian employment 

practices. This, of course, was propped up by the state 

and its military-political wing, the Royal Ulster 

Constabulary (RUC) and the B-Specials. 

At the same time, by the mid-1960s, there was a 

demographic increase in both middle class and lowest-

paid Catholics. This inevitably lead to an explosive 

situation in which the growing middle class could not 

have access to those resources and rights that it 

expected and to complete disillusionment and 

disenfranchisement at the lower end of the social scale. 

The crisis came because the irreformable nature of 

Northern Ireland meant that the most basic liberal 

demands (such as one man, one vote and equality of 

access to employment) became revolutionary. To 

succumb to these demands would undermine the 

‘Orange’ nature of the Northern state and was therefore 

impermissible. In this context, to achieve even the most 

reformist of demands, revolutionary methods became 

necessary. The contradiction in this was that those who 

stood to gain most immediately from the granting of 

reforms were the Catholic middle class who, having 

attained that to which they were entitled, would inevitably 
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wish to reassert their power over the working class. It is 

in this way that we can understand the role of the 

Catholic Church and organisations like the Social 

Democratic and Labour Party in their constant appeals 

for moderation. 

Parallel to this revolutionising of reformist demands was 

the crisis that was afflicting unionism itself. From the 

1940s onward, there had been growth in the Northern 

Ireland Labour Party (NILP) and an increasing challenge 

to the ‘big house’ unionism that demanded subservience 

and deference. This fracturing to the left was soon 

overtaken by a fracturing to the right, with apocalyptic 

Paisleyite denunciations of concessions to the ‘papists’ 

coming to dominate Protestant working class 

communities. This reflected growing distrust of the 

traditional bourgeois unionist leaders; fear of Catholic 

gains undermining Protestant working conditions; and the 

attempt by unionism to reassert its control over the 

working class through adopting a more vociferous 

position. 

Unionism, nevertheless, was in a state of weakness. 

Housing reform was granted in 1971, but the fissures and 

fractures of unionism meant that it could no longer run 

the show as it had for the previous fifty years: the British 

state had to step in. 

Conflict 1969-98 

To a large extent, the British state then took over the 

coercive state apparatus for use against a newly 

assertive working class. On the one hand, we had a 

failure of the Catholic middle class to effectively 

subordinate the working class population to its methods 

and aims, with increasingly autonomous working class 

demands beginning to emerge; on the other hand, 

unionism fractured still further, creating tensions within 

unionism itself and between unionism and British state 

interests. 

The emergence of a mass Republican movement 

marked the freeing of working class politics from its 

subordination to other classes. The growth of a new set 

of political values, objectives, and methods from within 

working class communities fuelled the continuing crisis of 

the state for decades. This posed the fundamental 

problem of how the working class could be brought back 

into the orbit of the state and re-subordinated to class 

domination. 

This was conducted primarily though coercive and 

ideological means. But, one of the major ways in which 

this was actually attempted and, to some extent, 

achieved, was through the use of funding and community 

projects to create and maintain links between the state 

and working class communities. This has led to the 

interpenetration of state and civil society through 

community groups and other structures. 

What then became the outcome of the conflict for all 

parties was the reconstruction of the Northern Irish state, 

but this time with Catholic involvement. In this way, the 

state could reassert its power and also reproduce the 

class domination that had been threatened by 

autonomous working class struggle. This led directly to 

the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) and its aftermath. 

A Shift in the structure of the class basis of the state 

One of the most important things to note about the GFA 

is that it poses as the basis for a neutral state and so 

fulfils one of the basic demands of the Civil Rights 

movement. It does this by attempting to incorporate as 

great a proportion of the working class as possible into its 

sphere in order to secure its own safety and to ensure 

the free functioning of exploitation. 

In recent years, we have seen a decisive shift in power 

away from the two traditional middle class parties, the 

SDLP and the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), towards the 

two parties whose support base and roots have been in 

the working class, Sinn Féin and the Democratic Unionist 

Party (DUP). 
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This change reflects the need to exert a tighter control 

over the working classes in order to allow capitalism to 

function ‘normally.’ With the incorporation of these two 

parties into the state through the Stormont 

administration, we have seen these parties attempt to 

demobilise the communities from which they came. This 

has the function of re-instituting class subordination, and 

it also allows the state to re-enter these communities 

from which they were previously absent. 

The ideological means through which the state has 

largely succeeded in reasserting its control has been a 

liberal discourse of multi-culturalism. Rather than social 

classes, each religious ‘community’ is assumed to be 

homogenous and to have interests opposed to the other. 

The structures at Stormont, which were supposed to 

abolish sectarianism, have just rendered it stable. When 

one community gets something, so must the other, and 

so on, without taking into account the actual conditions of 

material oppression in which these demands are being 

made. This, then, simply entrenches sectarianism further 

and facilitates class domination. So, although the 

Northern Ireland of today is not the same one as in 1922, 

or even 1969, sectarianism is still entrenched in its DNA, 

and it still exists to maintain the oppression of the 

working classes. 
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3 | IMPERIALISM 

IMPERIALISM AND IT'S ROLE IN IRELAND, HISTORIC AND PRESENT 

The subject of Imperialism is a complex one, and very 

often debates on this topic generate more heat than light.  

In Ireland many people, for perhaps understandable 

historical reasons, have a one-dimensional view of 

imperialism, associating it simply with 800 years of 

colonial rule and military occupation by  “Perfidious 

Albion”. According to this view the Good Friday 

Agreement and associated referenda means that the 

concept of British imperialism is no longer relevant in 

Anglo-Irish relations. 

 Others tend to reduce imperialism to simply being 

another word for old-style colonialism and military 

aggression, something that belongs to the 19th century. 

“Classic” imperialism in this sense, they believe, has no 

place in the modern world; imperialism has become the 

Great Unmentionable. To the extent that the US and 

British led invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan fly in the 

face of this cosy theory, they are regarded as aberrations 

brought on by the crazy coterie of fundamentalists 

around George Bush, Senior and Junior. Great hopes 

therefore were placed in the election of Barak Obama. 

Finally, there are those who subscribe to Francis 

Fukuyama’s “end of history” theory (it should be noted 

that Fukuyama himself no longer believes this notion!), 

which postulated that, with the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the socialist “experiment” in Europe, liberal 

capitalism was enshrined as the apex of human 

development, the universal, unchallenged “norm” to 

which all peoples and nations should aspire. 

In our seminar on Imperialism we set out to challenge 

and debunk these notions, all of which – most 

conveniently – suit the agenda and serve the needs of 

our masters. 

In their presentations the three speakers addressed 

different aspects of the question. 

Eddie Glackin titled his presentation “Defining 

Imperialism – Lenin’s classic study and the changes 

today”. He took as his central theme Lenin’s masterly 

1916 work ‘Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism’ 

and looked to see if the essential features of the system, 

as outlined by Lenin, still hold true. 

Lenin put forward five key features of imperialism, which 

he described succinctly as ‘the monopoly stage of 

capitalism’. These were: the concentration of production 

and capital leading to monopolies which play a decisive 

role in public life; the merger of bank and industrial 

capital to create ‘finance capital’; the growing importance 

of the export of capital; the formation of international 

monopolies; and finally, the territorial division of the world 

between the biggest capitalist powers.  

Of course there have been massive, sweeping changes 

in the almost 100 years  since Lenin wrote, but Eddie 

argues that not only has time not refuted Lenin’s central 

theses, it has in fact validated them. 

The second paper, by Gareth Mackle, is entitled 

“Imperialism’s designs on Ireland”. The key theme of 

Gareth’s presentation was understanding Ireland’s place 
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in the global system of capitalism and imperialism; an 

exposition of the links and relationships – financial, 

political, ideological, cultural and military – between both 

parts of Ireland and the main centres if imperialist power: 

US, EU and Britain. 

In his presentation Gareth argues that ‘New political, 

cultural and institutional relations are evolving which are 

overtaking the traditional inter-state capitalist framework 

that has shaped social and class forces and political 

dynamics in the 20th century. Thinking of imperialism 

solely from a nation state perspective limits our 

understanding of current world dynamics’. Gareth 

addresses in a very clear and cogent manner some of 

the key issues associated with the tightening imperial 

grip on Ireland, especially the ideological 

counteroffensive underway for this “decade of 

centenaries”. 

In the final paper, “Building the alternative: a strategy for 

a new Ireland”, Eugene McCartan pulls together the 

strands of the previous two papers and points to the key 

areas and issues which socialists and republicans 

together must address if we are to find a way forward for 

our people. 

Eugene approaches the problems  of building such an 

alternative by posing a number of challenges which must 

be faced: redefining the national question by 

understanding Connolly and learning from history; 

identifying the class and political forces that can and 

must be won if we are to break out of the imperialist 

stranglehold; can the working class be awakened and 

mobilised?; what are the strategic issues that can expose 

the fault lines in imperialist control?; how do we link the 

different struggles, inject political understanding and 

raise consciousness of the need to build a movement 

that challenges capitalism and imperialism? And finally, 

can we at this stage identify what the essential features 

of such a movement might or should be? 

The three papers from the seminar on Imperialism do not 

pretend to represent the “last word” on the subject, nor 

indeed would that be possible. They do however, pose 

important questions and suggest some answers, at least 

in outline, for anyone who stands with the working people 

against the power of monopoly capital and the Irish 

capitalist class; a class which, as Eugene points out, has 

settled for a subordinate role as house stewards and 

enforcers for imperialism and has given up any 

aspirations to independence it ever had.  

We trust that you will find these papers interesting and 

relevant and hope that they will generate further debate 

amongst and between socialists and republicans to help 

chart the way forward for our people. 
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Defining Imperialism. Lenin’s classic study and the changes today 

by Eddie Glackin 

 

The 20th century world that we grew up in was 

significantly different to the world we live in today: 

- The First World War – “the war to end all wars” - and 

the Russian Revolution; 

- Profound capitalist crisis in the 1920’s and 1930’s 

leading to the rise of Fascism; 

- The Second World War, the defeat of Fascism, the 

victory of the Chinese revolution and the emergence of 

the World Socialist System; 

- The great wave of anti-colonialist struggles in the so-

called “Third World” of Africa, Asia and Latin America, 

the burgeoning international peace movement, the 

Cuban revolution and the growing global struggle against 

Imperialism for peace, independence and social 

progress. 

What are the key features of our world in the early part of 

the 21st century? 

- Again, a global economic crisis of the capitalist system 

- A globally restructured manufacturing (Asia, especially 

China) 

- No progressive, principled anti-imperialist system to 

challenge imperialist hegemony since the collapse of the 

Soviet Union and the socialist bloc  

- Globally mobilised and aggressive imperialism, led by 

the United States as self-appointed “World Policeman”, 

resulting in wars, large and small, becoming a permanent 

feature 

- Contradictions within and between imperialist blocs - 

they haven’t gone away, you know! 

Our focus: Imperialism 

In this short presentation it will not be possible to deal 

meaningfully with all of these issues. But any attempt to 

understand these complex events must begin by 

understanding the nature of the beast we are dealing 

with. Lenin did precisely that in his seminal work 

“Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism” which he 

wrote in Zurich in Spring 1916 (when we were busy 

dealing with Imperialism ourselves!). What I propose to 

do is to look at the main conclusions which Lenin drew 

about the nature and key features of Imperialism and see 

if and to what extent they are relevant or valid today. 

“Classic” Imperialism – the Berlin Conference 

In 1884 the leaders of 14 capitalist powers in Europe plus 

the USA met in Berlin to decide how all of Africa’s land 

and vast resources would be divided as colonies and 

zones of control between themselves. Needless to say, 

no Africans were invited to the Conference! 

By 1902, 90% of Africa’s territory was under European 

control. Only Ethiopia remained an independent state. 

(Liberia was technically independent too, but it was in 

fact under the control of the United States). 

The so-called “Scramble for Africa” by Britain, France, 

Belgium, Germany, Italy, etc. was essential for the 
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growth and enrichment of the present day capitalist 

class, which includes the owners of the biggest banks, 

syndicates and monopolies. As a result of this looting 

and plundering, the “Western” capitalists entered the 

20th century with the largest fortunes in the history of the 

human race. 

This is all in accordance with the general view of 

Imperialism: something that happened far away in the 

1800’s or, at the latest, in the early years of the 20th 

century, and which can now be safely confined to the 

pages of history books – or so its apologists would have 

us believe. But it was never that simple! 

Definitions of Imperialism 

Kautsky, a famous social democrat and ideologue, 

described it thus:  

“Imperialism is the product of highly developed industrial 

capitalism. It consists in the striving of every industrial 

capitalist nation to bring under its control or to annex all 

large areas of agrarian territory, irrespective of what 

nations inhabit it”. 

Kautsky, then, saw Imperialism as the “striving” of 

developed industrial nations to gobble up vast tracts of 

agrarian land – hardly a comprehensive or scientific 

analysis. He further saw it as something optional, i.e. 

states could “choose” whether or not to behave in this 

way; it was a definite policy ‘preferred’ by finance capital. 

Somewhat similar in approach are the following extracts 

from a recently issued paper by an Irish republican 

organisation: 

“...imperialism, the policy of one country extending 

control over another”; and “imperialist policies are 

primarily motivated by the desire of countries, or more 

precisely the ruling class of some countries, to acquire 

wealth”; and finally, “greed... is the common denominator 

for all imperialism”. 

So imperialism derives from a “striving,” a “policy,” a 

“desire” based on “greed.” How simple! 

Stop some individuals from behaving in a greedy way 

and imperialism will cease to exist! This is the sort of 

confused and poor understanding that has bedevilled 

much of the Irish left and republican movements, which 

sees imperialism as a moral question, a policy option that 

can be used or ignored, rather than what it is: modern 

capitalism at its highest level of development. 

A characteristically blunter and altogether more 

straightforward statement of the rationale for imperialism 

came from that arch imperialist Cecil Rhodes in 1895, 

after seeing a meeting of the unemployed in London 

calling for “bread! bread!”:  “We colonial statesmen must 

acquire new lands for settling the surplus population, to 

provide new markets for the goods produced in the 

factories and mines. The Empire, as I always said, is a 

bread and butter question. If you want to avoid a civil 

war, you must become imperialists”. (Quoted in Lenin’s 

“Imperialism”). 

But the illusion of Imperialism as a policy option persists, 

perhaps most clearly seen in this country, even on the 

so-called Left, in the fancifully optimistic notions about 

U.S. political leaders (e.g. “good” Democrats and “bad” 

Republicans) and their willingness/ability to change 

things for the better. This was most recently reflected in 

the unrealistic hopes placed on the Presidency of Barak 

Obama after the dark years of Bush junior’s reign. This 

was merely wish fulfilment masquerading as political 

analysis. It should be remembered that it was the much 

lauded Kennedy administration which started the 

Vietnam War and organised the Bay of Pigs invasion of 

Cuba. Carter’s administration initiated the Cold War 

boycott of the Moscow Olympics and the hostage crisis in 

Teheran. Clinton and Obama continued almost 

seamlessly the aggressions and subversions of Bush 

senior and junior in the Middle East, Central and South 

America, Africa and more recently in Asia. 
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This didn’t and doesn’t happen because individual 

Presidents are more or less moral or personally 

acquisitive but because it accords with the global 

interests and needs of U.S. monopoly capitalism. U.S. 

big business needs to expand and secure its spheres of 

influence and global markets, whoever sits in the Oval 

Office in the White House and will do whatever is 

necessary to achieve those ends. 

At its heart, this illusion of” imperialism as policy option” 

is based on the belief (assiduously promoted by the 

capitalist establishment) that politics and economics are 

quite separate; that capitalism and imperialism are quite 

separate. It also narrows down the understanding of 

imperialism to one of military adventurism and 

aggression. 

The consequences of a failure to grasp this essential 

point were very well expressed in an article in The 

Citizen magazine: “In Ireland, there has been a long-

established tendency to misunderstand Imperialism as 

simply colonial domination. On the positive side, this 

error has been accompanied generally by positive 

support for peoples and movements in resistance to 

outside powers and oppression. On the negative side, it 

has disarmed resistance, politically and ideologically, and 

made the defeat of imperialism less likely. Failure to 

understand its economic basis (my emphasis) has meant 

that accommodation, not its overthrow, has been the 

usual outcome to struggle”. The Citizen, Autumn 2010. 

So how then did Lenin view imperialism? The clue is in 

the title of his book “Imperialism, the highest stage of 

capitalism”. 

Imperialism is not simply a matter of policy, not simply 

about old style colonialism and open military aggression. 

Nor does the absence today of formal colonies 

throughout most of Africa, Asia and Latin America in any 

sense mean that imperialism has ceased to exist since 

Lenin’s time; in fact it has become more powerful and 

more aggressive, particularly since the defeat of 

socialism in Europe. 

It is my contention that, despite all the apologists for 

imperialism in the almost one hundred years since Lenin 

wrote his classic, developments have served only to 

confirm the veracity of his approach and conclusions. 

Let us look in brief at his main conclusions and see how 

they stand up today. He summarised it as follows: 

“Imperialism is capitalism at the stage of development at 

which the dominance of monopolies and finance capital 

is established; in which the export of capital has acquired 

pronounced importance; in which the division of the world 

among the international trusts has begun, in which the 

division of all territories of the globe among the biggest 

capitalist powers has been completed”. 

1. Lenin’s basic features of Imperialism 

“The concentration of production and capital has 

developed to such a high stage that it has created 

monopolies which play a decisive role in public life”. 

Today a small number of major companies dominate 

sectors globally as follows (http://monthlyreview.org 

/2011/06/01/the-internationalization-of-monopoly-capital): 

Computers   12 

Pharmaceuticals   10 

Automobiles   6 

Music    4 

Beverage   3 

Aviation    2 

In the important area of media, 6 giant corporations 

dominate global markets as follows: 

GE 

Time Warner 

News Corporation 

Viacom 

Disney 

CBS 
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2. Lenin’s basic features of Imperialism 

The merging of bank capital with industrial capital and 

the creation, on the basis of this “finance capital”, of a 

financial oligarchy (http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3 

Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0025995) 

-Of 47,060 TNCs (trans-national corporations), 80% are 

controlled by 730 major entities. 

-40% are controlled by 147 major entities. 

-Of these 147 controlling entities, 75% are financial 

institutions. 

-Tesco, one of the largest retailers in the world, for 

example, is owned by two equity companies which have 

only a handful of employees 

3. Lenin’s basic features of Imperialism 

The export of capital as distinguished from the export of 

commodities acquires exceptional importance 

The example of Britain is very interesting in this regard. 

Lenin wrote that British national income doubled between 

1865 and 1898, but income from abroad increased nine 

fold in the same period. British capital invested abroad 

rose from 3.6 billion francs in 1862 to 62 billion in 1902 

and between 75 and 100 billion francs by 1914. Thus 

“the income of the rentiers is five times greater than the 

income ...from foreign trade of the biggest trading country 

in the world. This is the essence of imperialism and 

imperialist parasitism” (Lenin: Imperialism)  

According to the 2005 UN World Investment Report, 

Britain has the highest index of “transnationality” of any 

major economy: 

In 1981 overseas holdings were equivalent to 29% of 

GDP 

In 1991 they were equivalent to 74% of GDP 

In 2001 they were equivalent to 160% of GDP 

-At a global level, foreign direct investment (FDI) rose 

from approx. 7% of world income in 1980 to 32% in 2008 

-By the mid 90’s, less than 20% of world-wide exports of 

finance were for trade in goods and services: the 

remaining 80% were speculative transactions 

4. Lenin’s basic features of Imperialism 

The formation of international monopolist capitalist 

associations which share the world among themselves 

-Trans-national corporations have become the 

predominant form of monopoly on an international scale, 

accounting for more than one third of world production, 

two thirds of international trade and three quarters of 

foreign direct investment (FDI) 

-The revenue of the top 500 global corporations is now in 

the range of 35-40% of world income. 

5. Lenin’s basic features of Imperialism 

The territorial division of the whole world among the 

biggest capitalist powers is completed 

Lenin wrote that in the early part of the 20th century the 

entire colonial world consisted of 75 million sq. km. Of 

this, 65 million sq. km, or 86%, belonged to six powers. 

61 million sq. Km, or 81% belonged to three powers. This 

almost total “carve up” meant that the only possibility of 

change between the imperialist powers was by war. 

Major re-division followed the defeat of Germany and its 

allies in WWI (e.g. the seizure of German colonies in 

Africa and the breakup of the Ottoman Empire - that, 

after all, is what the war was about) and the victory of the 

Russian Revolution. The U.S. became the pre-eminent 

world power after WWI, a power that was confirmed and 

extended after WWII. However, this period also saw the 

creation of the world socialist system, a huge blow to 
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world capitalism, which removed a large part of the 

planet from the grip of imperialism. 

The developing world from WWII to the 1970’s was 

swept by a powerful wave of anti-colonial liberation 

movements, supported by the socialist countries and, in 

many cases, led by Communists. This led to the formal 

withdrawal of colonial administrations and officially the 

“end of empire” for Britain, France, Belgium, Portugal, 

Netherlands, etc. 

The defeat of socialism in Europe and the 

dismemberment of the USSR saw a further scrabble for 

“influence” in Central and Eastern Europe and in Central 

Asia. In his book “Postmodern Imperialism: Geopolitics 

and the Great Game”, Eric Walberg notes the creation of 

“at least seventeen new entities: the former Yugoslav 

republics of Bosnia, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, 

Serbia, Slovenia and Kosovo in the Balkans; Armenia, 

Azerbaijan and Georgia in the South Caucuses; 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 

Uzbekistan in Central Asia; with Moldova and Ukraine in 

Eastern Europe.  All the above new countries have 

official ties with NATO, and two former Yugoslav 

republics, Slovenia and Croatia, are now full members. 

Most have provided troops for U.S. wars in Afghanistan 

and Iraq. The U.S. has military bases in Kosovo, 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, is directly arming and training 

Georgia’s military forces, occupies Iraq and is waging 

war in Afghanistan from Pakistan”. 

The face of “new” imperialism 

But where did the “old” empires go - Britain, France, 

Germany, Italy, Holland, Belgium? (Anthony Coughlan 

recently quoted the Norwegian writer John Galtung as 

being ‘bang on the money when he portrayed the 

dynamic for European integration as being “Take five 

broken empires, add a sixth later, and make one big neo-

colonial empire of it all”. But more of that anon!) 

The answer is straightforward enough; rule by gun boat 

was superseded by rule by chequebook. The norm 

throughout the old colonial world became neo-

colonialism, whereby the colonial administration was 

replaced by formally independent governments, but with 

the former colonial powers still exercising their control 

(particularly after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

socialist bloc) through ownership of key industries, 

control of banking and other financial services, access to 

markets, manipulation of commodity prices, one-sided 

trade agreements, etc. In other words, imperialism can 

claim to have “freed” these countries but, to all intents 

and purposes, they are still totally controlled by 

“Western” big business via local client politicians without 

the tiresome necessity of having to maintain an army of 

occupation. 

This is the main, preferred mode of rule by the 

monopolies today. However, as has been shown in the 

dismemberment of Yugoslavia and the attacks on Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Libya, Mali and Syria, military aggression, 

directly or via proxies, has certainly not been renounced 

when considered necessary. 

Imperialist interventions 

Imperialism generally only uses “hard power” – armed 

intervention – when “soft power” has failed or is 

inappropriate. 

Examples of the “soft power” strategy were the so-called 

“colour revolutions” in the former socialist countries in 

central and eastern Europe and most clearly in the 

ongoing effort to undermine progress in Venezuela. In his 

recent book, “The Arab Revolt and the Imperialist 

Counterattack”, the well-known US author James Petras 

outlines what he calls the process of “creating empire-

centred networks” and emphasises the importance of 

ideological “softening up”: ‘In the post Eurocentric 

colonial world, the privileged position of the US in its 

empire-centred policies, treaties, trade and military 

agreements is disguised and justified by an ideological 

gloss, which varies with time and circumstances. In the 

war to break up Yugoslavia and establish client regimes, 

as in Kosovo, imperial ideology utilised humanitarian 
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rhetoric. In the genocidal wars in the Middle East, anti-

terrorism and anti-Islamic ideology is central. Against 

China, democratic and human rights rhetoric 

predominates. In Latin America, receding imperial power 

relies on democratic and anti-authoritarian rhetoric aimed 

at the democratically elected Chavez government’. 

Although the focus of his book is on the “Arab Spring”, it 

provides a frightening insight to the methods used by 

Imperialism and its agents and stooges to overthrow 

governments they disapprove of and to manipulate 

opposition movements for their own ends. “Soft power” is 

also used by the CIA, Mossad, etc. to undermine and 

deflect popular movements against imperialism and/or 

their local client oligarchs, as is the case in Egypt. 

The CIA and other imperialist agencies are up to their 

necks in these efforts throughout the capitalist world, with 

their retinue of paid hacks, willing NGOs like Human 

Rights Watch and Amnesty and aspiring bourgeois and 

petty bourgeois elements in the local population. 

The client media, obedient hand maidens of Imperialism, 

demonise those who do not obey the diktats of 

Imperialism – previously Milosevic, Hussein and Ghadaffi 

– and provide ideological justification for “humanitarian” 

military interventions. The US, British and French 

governments will point the finger at whoever is the latest 

“Hitler” figure – currently Assad, Kim Jong Un and 

Ahmedinajad -  are top of the list – and prattle about 

human rights while their retainers in TV, press and radio 

issue dire warnings about the dangers of ‘appeasement’ 

to anyone who dares to question the latest drive to war. 

Whether hard power, soft power or a combination of both 

is used, the ultimate outcome is the strengthening of 

imperialism, e.g. the artificially created bandit enclave of 

Kosovo now has the largest US military base in Europe. 

“Soft power” works very effectively for Imperialism in 

Ireland, manufacturing consent through the dependent 

Irish capitalist class and the orchestrated TINA (“There Is 

No Alternative”) media chorus, thereby obviating the 

need for anything as crude as “hard power”. 

The EU – imperialist entity or force for progress? 

This brings us to the crux of the issue in our 

understanding of imperialism as a global system and its 

relevance to Ireland today. This is the subject of the next 

presentation but we shouldn’t finish up this session 

without looking briefly at the emerging federal super state 

and global force that is the EU.  

It may be of interest here to cite a quotation which Lenin 

takes from a non-Marxist British author Hobson, who 

wrote a book on imperialism in 1902: “We have 

foreshadowed the possibility of even a larger alliance of 

Western states, a European federation of great powers 

which, so far from forwarding the cause of world 

civilisation, might introduce the gigantic peril of a 

Western parasitism, a group of advanced industrial 

nations, whose upper classes drew vast tribute from Asia 

and Africa, with which they supported great tame masses 

of retainers, no longer engaged in the staple industries of 

agriculture and manufacture, but kept in the performance 

of personal or minor industrial services under the control 

of a new financial aristocracy”. 

For all the apologists for “humanitarian imperialism” who 

justify and support every military adventure by the US, 

NATO, Britain, France and latterly the EU itself – and 

they are many in this country -  and for all the bleating 

about a “better, fairer” capitalism, the EU has shown itself 

to be not some Third Way phantom ‘Social Europe’ 

beloved of social democrats, but the major instrument of 

monopoly capital and imperialism in Europe. Its vicious 

enforcement of draconian austerity measures to make 

the poor pay for the crimes of the rich across Europe, but 

especially in the “periphery” of Greece, Ireland, Cyprus, 

Spain and Portugal, its repeated attacks on workers’ 

rights, its enforcement of unfair trade deals on 

developing countries, its development of a single 

currency, its development of a common foreign policy 

and an EU army, its role in the dismemberment and 
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destruction of Yugoslavia, its remorseless expansion 

eastwards, all point inexorably in one direction  – towards 

the development of the EU as a federal super state and 

global force. 

Lest anyone think this is fanciful just remember what 

Lenin said about the great powers dividing up the world 

between them, and then look at the targets for expansion 

of the EU at present and over the recent past in the south 

east Mediterranean and the Balkans: after Greece, 

Slovenia, Bulgaria and Romania will come Croatia. 

Negotiations are planned with the Former Yugoslav 

Republics of Macedonia and Montenegro. Agreements of 

Stabilisation and Association are being initiated, ratified 

or implemented with Albania, Bosnia Herzegovina and 

Serbia. And of course there is the ongoing matter of EU 

membership for Turkey, which is up to its neck in the 

imperialist interventions in the Middle East, especially 

Syria, demonstrating that it can be a trustworthy junior 

partner. 

Again, Eric Walberg summed it up well: “Imperial centred 

regimes run by collaborating elites spanning the Baltic 

states, Central and Eastern Europe to the Balkans is the 

most striking example of imperial expansion in the 20th 

century (my emphasis). The breakup of the Soviet Union 

and takeover of the Eastern bloc and its incorporation 

into the US led NATO alliance and the European Union 

resulted in imperial hubris. Washington made premature 

declarations of a unipolar world while Western Europe 

proceeded to plunder public resources, ranging from 

factories to real estate, exploiting cheap labour overseas 

and via immigration, drawing on a formidable ‘reserve 

army’ to undermine living standards of unionised labour 

in the West”. 

Comrades, the question of our attitude towards and 

relationship with the EU has become the touchstone for 

genuine anti-imperialists in Ireland today. Anyone who 

claims to be opposed to imperialism and yet endorses 

our membership of this confederation of billionaires and 

gangsters, which has destroyed whatever degree of hard 

won independence this country had achieved, is either 

dangerously deluded or a liar. This applies particularly to 

those in the labour and trade union movement who 

persist in seeing the EU as “our thing” and who believe 

that supporting the growing centralisation and 

militarisation of the EU will lead to a progressive United 

States of Europe. 

Again, a study of Lenin would be rewarding for these 

people: 

“From the standpoint of the economic conditions of 

imperialism – i.e. the export of capital and the division of 

the world by the ‘advanced’ and ‘civilised’ colonial 

powers – a United States of Europe, under capitalism, is 

either impossible or reactionary”. Lenin 1915 

Lenin also warned us against what he called 

‘Imperialism’s hired coolies of the pen’:  

“Bourgeois scholars and publicists usually come out in 

defence of imperialism in a somewhat veiled form; they 

obscure its complete domination and its deep-going 

roots, strive to push specific and secondary details into 

the forefront and do their very best to distract attention 

from essentials by means of absolutely ridiculous 

schemes for ‘reform’, such as police supervision of the 

trusts or banks, etc. Cynical and frank imperialists who 

are bold enough to admit the absurdity of the idea of 

reforming the fundamental characteristics of imperialism 

are a rarer phenomenon”. 

Politics cannot be separated from economics; without an 

understanding of economics politics makes no sense. 

Imperialism cannot be separated from capitalism, of 

which it is the latest and most developed phase. To 

oppose one and endorse the other is self-deception. 

Questions: 

- What’s the difference between the situations in Tunisia, 

Egypt, Libya, Syria and Mali? 
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- Can they be understood without reference to 

Imperialism? 

-What is Ireland’s place in world of monopoly capital, of 

imperialism? 

Recommended reading: 

- Imperialism, the highest stage of capitalism (Lenin) 

- Africa and British imperialism today (International 

Department, Communist Party of Britain) 

- Postmodern Imperialism, Geopolitics and the Great 

Games (Eric Walberg) 

- The Imperial Controversy – challenging the empire 

apologists (Andrew Murray) 

- The Arab Revolt and the Imperialist Counterattack 

(James Petras)
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Imperialism’s designs on Ireland 

by Gareth Mackle 

 

Understanding Ireland’s place in the global system of 

capitalism and imperialism; an exposition of the links and 

relationships - financial, political, ideological, cultural and 

military – between both parts of Ireland and the main 

centres of imperialist power: US, EU and Britain. 

For the purposes of this lecture, I have drawn heavily and 

often directly from the recent works of others. The 

presentation is particularly influenced by recent 

contributions to the Irish Marxist Review and The Citizen 

magazine. While not always individually acknowledged, 

references to articles quoted are included at the end of 

the presentation. 

Comrades, we are at the very early stages of a 

movement for a new republic. There is no guarantee that 

we will succeed in our efforts, or indeed that many of us 

will live to rejoice at its arrival; but if we were to reclaim 

the republic for its people, how would it differ from what 

we refer to as the republic in 2012? How should it differ 

from the economic and political carcass of the island that 

we live on today – cannibalised and ravaged as it is by 

the forces of imperialism, primarily in its US, EU and 

British guises. 

We in Ireland have a unique perspective on imperialism 

and the manner in which it divides people from each 

other and from those things necessary for a dignified and 

independent existence. Our country has for eight 

centuries been the subject of British aggression and 

interference. Much of our history has been marked by 

oppression, famine, poverty and forced emigration. In 

this we have a shared history with many of the world’s 

countries. However unlike the vast majority of these 

countries we are part of the European continent and as 

such now find ourselves to be part of the rich, 

‘developed’ world. We are simultaneously the victim of 

imperialism, not least as a result of the British 

occupation, and also the direct beneficiaries of 

imperialism, by means of our location within the 

developed world. 

Those who promote imperialist policies have, 

unfortunately, no shortage of allies in Ireland. There are 

many who would bring Ireland into formal military and 

political alliances with those same countries which for 

centuries past to the present day treat their fellow human 

beings as resources to be exploited in pursuit of material 

gains and profits. 

However, imperialism in its twenty-first century form 

rarely necessitates the physical occupation of a given 

territory, although this option is always retained. Modern 

imperialist policies tend to be more subtle than previous 

forms although the end result is the same: the rich world 

harvests the wealth of the poor world. In the age of 

modern communications and a globalised economy it is 

often more profitable to exploit a country through political, 

cultural and economic means rather than military. 

Imperialists have learned that it is often easier to gain 

access to the resources and markets of a given country 

by identifying allies within that country who are willing 

and able to facilitate such exploitation. In this regard the 

rich world routinely impinges upon the sovereignty of the 

poor world, interfering in the internal political life of such 

countries to ensure that the chosen ally gains, or retains, 

state power. 
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According to our constitution, the national territory of 

Ireland includes the island of Ireland, her waterways, 

airspace, islands and seas. The right of the Irish people 

to the ownership of Ireland, and to the unfettered control 

of Irish destinies, is sovereign and indefeasible. How do 

we reconcile this with the great giveaway of Irish natural 

resources to foreign multi-nationals or indeed our passive 

acceptance of the British occupation of six Irish counties? 

How do we reconcile our cherished neutrality with 

membership of the EU rapid reaction forces, the use of 

Shannon airport by the US military, or the proposed entry 

of the twenty-six counties into NATO? 

Last month, a Fine Gael TD came under fire for wearing 

a poppy into the D� il. As chairman of the British-Irish 

Parliamentary Assembly, Mr Feighan called for a joint 

British-Irish approach to commemorating the First World 

War. He wasn’t the first TD to do so, nor will he be the 

last. 

I’ve been to Ypres, the Somme and Flanders myself. I’ve 

been moved by the scale of the slaughter of millions of 

workers.  But it does no service to the memory of the 

victims of imperialism to prettify the horrific reality. The 

war was a vast depraved undertaking of unprecedented 

savagery, in which the ruling classes of Europe 

dispatched their people to a senseless slaughter in the 

struggle for imperial supremacy. Those Irishmen who 

died didn't give their lives "for freedom"; they were the 

victims of a British empire that was a stain on humanity. 

In the years preceding the First World War, tens of 

millions died in enforced or avoidable famines in British-

ruled India, while Britain's colonial forces ran 

concentration camps in South Africa and meted out 

continual violent repression across their empire. 

So what’s going on with this attempted rehabilitation of 

the Royal British Legion poppy in Ireland?  

We get regular calculations from ‘revisionists’ of the 

numbers of Irish who fought in World War I and 

comparisons with the much fewer numbers who fought in 

the Rising and with the IRA, and conclusions are drawn 

about the democratic credentials of those who 

proclaimed the Irish Republic in 1916. We do not get any 

analysis from the same quarters of the nature of the 

World War and the participants and interests involved in 

it; we do not get any analysis of the nature of British rule 

in Ireland, of its political, economic, military, cultural and 

other dimensions; and we get no real analysis of the 

reasons why Irish people enlisted to fight in the war. 

These are obvious and basic questions, but they are 

rarely seriously or satisfactorily addressed in the 

establishment media. 

WW1 was the cataclysmic product of an escalating 

struggle for colonial possessions, markets, resources 

and industrial power between the dominant European 

empires. The type of war commemoration that we are 

now familiar with, such as the ceremony at Islandbridge 

during the recent visit of Elizabeth Windsor, or the visit of 

President McAleese to Gallipoli, or Eamonn Gilmore’s 

laying of the wreath at the cenotaph in Belfast, 

completely ignores the imperialist nature of the war; it 

sweeps all the different participants into an 

undifferentiated mass, inviting us to treat equally the 

political, financial, and industrial elites over whose 

interests the war was fought and the working classes 

who were persuaded to sacrifice themselves in it. It 

deploys a sense of national sentiment and unity to 

overcome the very different interests a closer 

examination would reveal. 

The revival of the poppy has nothing to do with peace-

making and bridge building and atoning for collective 

memory loss. The debates waged by Harris, Myers, 

Dudley Edwards and co. are not historical debates: they 

are concerned with the place of Ireland in the world 

today. A modern political agenda is being served here. 

The political agenda behind this debate aims to 

reposition Ireland in the world. Instead of pointing us in 

the direction of independence and sovereignty, the new 

agenda places Ireland firmly within the sphere of 

imperialism, as a fully signed-up junior partner, gaining a 

minor share of the spoils, and contributing modestly from 
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the periphery, while providing useful political and 

ideological support. 

The recent official visits of Elizabeth Windsor and Barack 

Obama and the forthcoming arrival of the G8 summit on 

the shores of Lough Erne in Fermanagh raise many 

questions for republicans and socialists in Ireland. We 

have been subjected to a relentless official narrative of 

the growing ‘maturity’ of the Irish people; of the 

normalisation of relations with our nearest neighbour 

after many years of conflict; of our friendship with the US 

and support for its global ‘leadership’; of the values and 

interests we share with both Britain and the US; of our 

belated recognition of those who fought in British and 

other imperial wars. 

This narrative is part of an ideological struggle centred on 

the meaning of democracy, sovereignty, and 

independence in Ireland. During the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, 

the armed struggle of the Provisional IRA provided a 

useful target for Irish capitalist interests in their project of 

redefining and undermining ideas around sovereignty 

and independence. Some of those hostile to the struggle 

for an independent, sovereign, and democratic Ireland 

adopted the term ‘the most oppressed people ever’ 

(MOPEs) as a way to mock, ridicule and silence anti-

colonial and anti-imperialist historical narratives. Today, a 

more appropriate term might be ‘the most mature people 

ever’ – the adjective ‘mature’ has been applied to 

anything that meets the approval of the politicians, 

academics, and journalists supporting this agenda, from 

the commemoration of the Irish who fought in the 

imperial wars, to the abandonment of Articles 2 and 3, to 

the response to the English Queen’s visit. It is all part of 

a concerted effort over recent decades to shift the 

balance of political thinking and ideology in Ireland away 

from the idea that we could and should be a democratic, 

independent, sovereign state. 

There have been many other important battlegrounds in 

this process: Ireland’s membership of the EU and the 

Eurozone; the adoption of a quasi-corporatist form of 

politics in social partnership; and the embracing of neo-

liberal values and principles, such as free markets, 

competition, deregulation of capital, curbing of trade 

unions and collective action of workers, and low taxation 

(i.e. the kind of small government so beloved of the Tea 

Party in the US). All these questions are part of a single 

debate about the meaning of sovereignty and democracy 

in Ireland, and how imperialism continues to work here – 

in other words, they constitute the national question. 

The national question, then, is at the heart of this 

ideological struggle. While the relationship with Britain 

has always been central to this question, the necessary 

focus on Britain has paradoxically diverted attention from 

the need for a broader understanding of sovereignty, 

independence, and democracy - the core republican and 

socialist demands for resolution of the national question. 

Sovereignty, the ability to make one’s own laws and rule 

oneself; independence, the freedom to do this without 

outside interference; and democracy, the ability of 

citizens to govern their own lives within society and to 

wield real decision-making power – none of these are 

limited either practically or ideologically to the role of 

Britain in Ireland, and the extent to which they have been 

undermined and hollowed out is illustrated in the present 

economic and financial crisis.  

In the current crisis, the people have been able to 

exercise little democratic control over the decision 

making that affects their lives and well-being. The 

manoeuvring around the second referendum on the 

Lisbon Treaty is instructive: the original decision of the 

people was not accepted by the establishment; cynical 

promises about jobs and economic salvation were made 

to persuade people to support the treaty; the treaty itself 

contained clauses to allow the European political elite to 

introduce further changes without consulting their 

peoples; and, in Ireland, the establishment began to talk 

openly about ways of removing the people’s right to 

decide whether to accept or reject future proposals. 

Democracy, the control by citizens over their own lives, is 

not valued highly in Ireland today. 
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The institutions of capitalism and imperialism are not 

designed or intended to allow Irish people to exercise 

real democratic control over their lives, economically, 

socially, or politically. This applies equally to the national 

and European levels. Neither the partitionist institutions 

in Ireland nor the mixture of elected and unelected 

institutions of the EU will ever be instruments for 

democratic and social control by the citizens over all 

aspects of society. None of the institutions of governance 

and decision making that have emerged in the era of 

capitalism and imperialism are capable of being 

democratic in the true sense. 

This brings me to the current state of affairs with regards 

to the imperialist settlement that is the ‘New Northern 

Ireland’. Brian Kelly provides a compelling analysis of 

imperialism’s project in the six counties in his recent 

article ‘Neoliberal Belfast’: 

Pressured by the architects of the Irish peace process in 

Washington and London, the northern establishment has 

embraced the free market as a panacea for the region’s 

woes, imagining that it has come up with a pragmatic and 

original solution to local problems. The reality is that the 

economic foundations of the Northern Ireland peace 

process come straight out of the Washington playbook, 

firmly rooted in neoliberal ideology, and not some 

specially adapted plan carefully tailored to fit local history 

or conditions. In April 2008 Stormont announced $800 

million in US investment, half of it from the Irish-American 

affiliated ‘Emerald Investment Development Fund’. A 

month later New York mayor Michael Bloomberg led a 

delegation of 100 US corporate leaders to Belfast for an 

investment conference convened by Invest NI and the 

American Consulate, at which he suggested that 

exploiting its links to the US corporate world could make 

Belfast one “of the most competitive financial hubs in the 

world.” 

The government agency charged with securing 

multinational investment in the North, Invest NI sets out 

to attract investment by touting the region’s “lack of 

labour market discord and competitive wages.” During 

the heyday of the Celtic Tiger, a section of republicanism 

in the north felt confident that unionist elites, lured by the 

frenzy of unrestrained profit-making in the South, could 

be tempted into more expansive economic and political 

cooperation with Dublin and perhaps, eventually, to some 

form of permanent ‘reintegration’ of the island. ‘Economic 

integration’ and ‘cross-border cooperation’ were the 

buzzwords in the period before the collapse of the 

southern economy. The deep austerity imposed by 

international capital in the wake of the 2008 crash 

smashed those dreams.  

However, one critical element of the formula for cross-

border economic cooperation remains on the table in the 

new context of all-island austerity: plans to slash the 

corporate tax rate in the North by more than half, down to 

12%.  Pushed as its top priority by the Confederation of 

British Industry, the private sector employers’ lobby in the 

North, and supported by the Tories at Westminster, the 

plan has the support of all the main parties in the north. 

Tory Secretary of State for Northern Ireland Owen 

Patterson supports the corporate tax cut as one in a 

series of neoliberal reforms that will establish Northern 

Ireland as an “enterprise zone,” gut the public sector, and 

hand over the local economy to market forces. Patterson 

takes his marching orders from David Cameron, who 

singled out the North as a region where “the state is too 

big,” comparing its public sector to “the communist 

countries in the old eastern bloc”. 

Although trumpeted in Northern Ireland as a salve for 

sectarian antagonism, neoliberalism’s record in Iraq—

where it has produced a bloody and dramatic revival of 

sectarian violence —should make any sane person 

sceptical about US and British claims”. 

In an article entitled ‘The Queen and the National 

Question’ in the Citizen journal, a number of valid points 

are made relating to Ireland’s position within the 

imperialist world order. I recite a number of these below. 

The upcoming visit of the G8 summit to the north of 

Ireland is extremely symbolic as a coat-trailing ceremony 
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of imperialist triumphalism in Ireland. The visit, like the 

recent visit of the US President and English Queen are 

part of the propaganda and ideological struggle over 

Ireland’s place in the world. Like all the other elements of 

this struggle – such as the debate over our membership 

of the EU and Eurozone; the ‘revisionist’ version of Irish 

history and its challenge to anti-imperialist narratives; 

and the assault on the hard-won rights and conditions of 

workers and citizens in the shape of the neo-liberal 

principles of deregulation of capital, competitiveness (i.e. 

lower pay and worse conditions for workers; less taxation 

and lower costs for capital), and small government (low 

taxation, less government, and fewer services) – the 

message of the visits is that Ireland is and should be 

within the sphere of global imperialism. This message 

tells us that sovereignty, independence, and democracy 

in Ireland are neither possible nor desirable; the best we 

can hope for is to throw our lot in with the Western 

imperialist powers and look to pick up a small share of 

the fruits of the expropriation of the wealth created by 

workers all over the world. 

The rapid transformation of the Irish economy that we are 

witnessing in the early stages of the 21st century is part of 

a shifting process towards a globalised system of 

accumulation based on neo-liberal economic 

orthodoxies.  Every stage of capitalism has a wide range 

of institutional components, encompassing much of the 

economic, political, and cultural aspects of society. The 

institutional features which made up global neo-liberalism 

can be grouped under four headings: globalisation, neo-

liberalism, weakened labour, and financialization. 

In parallel with the larger crisis of global neo-liberalism, 

the Irish crisis finds its origin in the institutions that 

conditioned the emergence of the Celtic Tiger, which was 

founded on the flow of capital into Ireland as a 

consequence of the globalising strategies of increasingly 

transnational corporations. This flow was facilitated by 

the adoption of capital-friendly neo-liberal policies by the 

Irish government and the restrained wages and labour 

peace guaranteed by the social partnership 

arrangements. The financialisation process provided 

transnational investment. 

New political, cultural and institutional relations are 

evolving which are overtaking the traditional inter-state 

capitalist framework that has shaped social and class 

forces and political dynamics in the 20th century. Thinking 

of imperialism solely from a nation-state perspective 

limits our understanding of current world dynamics. 

Today, Ireland, North and South, is rapidly being sucked 

into a range of organisations - economic, political, military 

and cultural - whose principal purpose is to organise and 

police the imperialist ordering of the world and the 

division of the spoils. The EU is the most important such 

body at this time. It has two main functions: to facilitate 

and support the smooth operation of capitalism internally 

and to project the interests of the EU (and its member 

states) globally – it is an agent of imperialism. Such 

institutions of capitalism and imperialism are not 

designed or intended to allow people to exercise real 

democratic control over their lives, economically, socially, 

or politically. 

Sovereignty has been limited by a transfer of power to 

the EU across a range of areas. Anthony Coughlan and 

the National Platform have estimated that over 80 per 

cent of Irish law now comes from Brussels. Monetary 

policy is directed by the ECB and the parameters for 

budgets have been laid down in the Stability and Growth 

Pact (limits of 3 per cent and 60 per cent apply to the 

budget deficit and government debt to GDP ratio 

respectively). This has contributed to the crisis and the 

difficulty in dealing with it – unsuitably low interest rates 

in the Eurozone helped fuel the Irish property bubble, 

while the EU-IMF insistence that the Stability and Growth 

Pact limits be met means more austerity measures and 

no stimulus investment – albeit, the crisis is essentially a 

structural one of capitalism. This surrender of sovereignty 

prevents Ireland making decisions in the interests of its 

citizens and their welfare in these areas, but it is political 

choices made by Irish politicians that brought us into the 

EU and Eurozone, accepted the EU-IMF deal, and 
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determines that workers and ordinary citizens must pay 

for the crisis. 

The lack of independence is reflected in numerous ways. 

Economically, politically, culturally, and ideologically, 

Ireland has succumbed to external pressures instead of 

exercising independent thinking and decision making – 

the provincialism that has long dictated deference to 

metropolitan centres in London, Europe, and the US 

remains a factor in twenty-first century Ireland.  

The need and desire to be praised and endorsed by our 

‘betters’ has been evident in the boasting about Ireland’s 

exemplary adherence to the terms of the EU-IMF 

package. Ideologically, Ireland has absorbed a much 

more extreme version of neo-liberal and free market 

economics than almost any other European country – 

people here support ideas about competition, 

deregulation of capital, limiting of trade unions and 

collective action, low taxes/small government, 

entrepreneurship, and individualism that are not 

tempered with much concern for social consequences.  

This, in turn, has eased the capitulation by government to 

the political and economic pressures from the EU and 

IMF – contrary to the official spin, the state has not lost 

economic sovereignty because of the crisis: the 

government has made a political decision to accept the 

terms offered in order to receive the loans in return. In 

short, the government refuses to act independently and 

exercise the degree of sovereignty that it retains. 

Tom Redmond put it well in a recent edition of the 

Citizen: 

The economic aspects of a democratic agenda include 

the protection of our natural resources – already our gas 

and oil have been given away, limiting our energy 

potential just like our fisheries. All of this has to be 

considered in an all-Ireland framework and is essential 

part of the reconquest of Ireland. A strategy that 

envisages a socialist society must have at its roots the 

democratic control of capital; social control of our natural 

resources; democratic economic- and social-planning for 

a humane culture; equality in society; democratic 

accountability; and national sovereignty.  

Political discussion in Ireland, as filtered through the 

mainstream media is limited in scope. While minor policy 

issues can be covered in great detail, more structural 

factors, such as the legitimacy of the form of capitalism 

currently practiced in Ireland, can be completely 

excluded from the debate.  

The ideological offensive of the ruling elite is intended not 

only to hide the economic disaster they have foisted on 

working people but also to dismantle and marginalise 

dissent. God forbid that the youth take to the streets as 

they did in the Middle East and are doing across Iceland, 

Greece, Portugal, and Spain. As Gramsci observed from 

his Italian fascist jail, all classes that rule attempt to get 

the consent of the ruled through their hegemony over the 

political, social, philosophical, and cultural spheres of 

society. The struggle of the majority to take power must 

take place as a counteroffensive in all these domains.  

COLLAPSE 

For a decade, Ireland was heralded by the most ardent 

partisans of neo-liberal capitalism as a model to be 

imitated. The Celtic Tiger had a higher growth rate than 

the European average. Tax rate on companies had been 

reduced to 12.5% and the rate actually paid by TNCs that 

had set up business there was between 3 and 4% - a 

CEO’s dream! Ireland’s budget deficit was nil in 2007, as 

was its unemployment rate in 2008. In this earthly 

paradise, everybody seemed to benefit. Workers had 

jobs (though often highly precarious), their families were 

busy consuming, benefiting as they were from the 

prevailing abundance, and both local and foreign 

capitalists were enjoying inordinate returns. 

In this period, Irish society generally reflected the overall 

conditions of global neo-liberalism. Ireland was 

extensively integrated into the global economy and 

became a centre for the production of particular 
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commodities, specifically information and communication 

technologies (ICT), software, pharmaceuticals, and food. 

It developed a financial services industry, mimicking on a 

more respectable level the role of other offshore islands: 

it exported a substantial portion of its production, while a 

substantial portion of its consumption was imported; and 

its government pursued a broadly neo-liberal domestic 

policy strategy. The English language facilitated the 

importation of neo-liberal ideology from its larger English 

speaking neighbour and the US. Its banking sector was 

unleashed to participate fully in the international financial 

markets and build its own Irish version of a financialised 

economy, even if this rested primarily on a massive 

property bubble.  

Ireland has been an enthusiastic participant in 

financialisation. In 1987, tax relief was given to 

occupants of the Irish Financial Services Centre (IFSC) – 

which quickly became an important centre for a wide 

variety of inter- and transnational financial activity. The 

light-touch financial regulation discussed earlier was 

seen as essential to attracting this kind of inward 

investment in financial services, and domestic financial 

institutions, naturally, moved to take advantage of this as 

well. 

Another area in which the neo-liberal policy agenda has 

been actively pursued is in regard to privatisation. Ireland 

had inherited a legacy of public corporations from a 

history of public development projects early in the new 

Irish state. These covered a wide range of economic 

activities from sugar to shipping and were generally well-

functioning (with the spectacular exception of Irish Steel). 

A privatisation drive began in 1991, eliminating 

government participation in a wide range of markets. The 

largest privatisation was the sale of the public 

telecommunications company, Eircom, which raised 

substantial funds. In many ways, Eircom has also been 

the least successful privatisation, with the company 

rapidly changing ownership and failing to invest in 

essential infrastructure. Public functions have been 

contracted out and investment undertaken through 

public-private partnerships. 

What could not possibly happen in such a fairy-tale world 

then happened. In September-October 2008 the card 

castle collapsed and the real estate and financial bubbles 

burst. Companies closed down or left the country, 

unemployment rose from 0% in 2008 to 14% in early 

2010. The number of families unable to repay their 

creditors swiftly increased too. The whole Irish banking 

system teetered on the edge of bankruptcy and a panic-

stricken government blindly guaranteed bank deposits for 

€480 billion (that is, about three times an Irish GDP of 

168 billion). It nationalized the Allied Irish Bank, the main 

source of financing for real estate loans, with a 

transfusion of €48.5 billion (about 30% of GDP). 

Exports slowed down. State revenues declined. The 

budget deficit rose from 14% of GDP in 2009 to 32% in 

2010 (more than half of this due to the massive support 

given to the banks: 46 billion in equity and 31 billion in 

purchases of toxic assets). At the end of 2010 the 

European bail-out plan with IMF participation amounted 

to €85 billion in loans (including 22.5 billion from the 

IMF). In exchange, a radical cure was enforced upon the 

Celtic Tiger in the form of a drastic austerity plan that 

heavily affects households’ purchasing power, with a 

resultant decrease in consumption, in public expenditure 

on welfare, in civil servants’ salaries, in infrastructure 

investments (to facilitate debt repayment), and in tax 

revenues. On the social level, the principal measures of 

the austerity plan are nothing short of disastrous: 

The rates for loans to Ireland are very high: 5.7% for the 

IMF loan and 6.05% for “EU” loans. These loans will be 

used to repay banks and other financial bodies that buy 

bonds on the Irish debt, borrowing money from the 

European Central Bank at a rate of 1% - another windfall 

for private financiers.  

In short, the economic and financial liberalization aimed 

at attracting foreign investments and transnational 

financial companies has utterly failed. To add insult to the 

damage the population must bear as a result of such a 

policy, the IMF and the Irish government are persevering 

in the neo-liberal orientation of the past two decades and, 



Discourse on Class, the State and Imperialism in Irish Society 

 

 
51 | SEMINAR PAPERS 

under pressure from international finance, are subjecting 

the population to a structural adjustment programme 

similar to those imposed on Third World countries for the 

past three decades. Yet these decades should show 

what must not be done, and why it is high time to enforce 

a radically different logic that benefits people and not 

private money. 

When I said that neo-liberal policies have failed, I feel 

that I must qualify that statement. They haven’t failed all 

sections of our society. 

Today, the financial market is more than stocks and 

bonds: there is the powerful influence of insurance 

companies, pension funds, investment funds, and there 

are new financial instruments such as finance derivatives 

(exchange-traded futures), insurance markets, and 

foreign exchange markets. These are the boys that have 

come to pick through Ireland’s scraps. 

Almost two years since the political servants of 

imperialism in Ireland accepted an international bailout to 

prop up their ailing banks, private equity groups are 

seeking out bargains amid the country’s economic ashes. 

Private equity groups including US giants Apollo Global 

Management, Kennedy Wilson, Blackstone, Oaktree 

Capital Management, Lone Star, Carlyle Group and KKR 

are also eyeing £50bn in non-core assets, which are 

targeted for sale as banks shrink their balance sheets.  

Grant Thornton, which held a private equity seminar in 

Dublin that attracted 200 industry operators this week, 

has been involved in several restructuring-style private 

equity deals in recent months, including Blackstone’s 

acquisition of the Burlington hotel in Dublin. The 

company says about £10bn worth of deals have been 

done this year, a notable increase in comparison with the 

same period in 2011. 

Total returns in the Irish investment market are up 4.8 

per cent in the last 12 months, according to the IPD’s 

Irish property index. 

Purchase gains, both domestically and from overseas, 

for the first nine months of 2012, amount to £271m in 

commercial investments, an increase of 40 per cent 

since 2011, according to real estate services company 

CBRE’s bimonthly report. 

Offerings are also up with more than £700m of 

investment property being formally marketed for sale or 

under offer. Apollo is paying £149m to buy a portfolio of 

distressed commercial property loans in Ireland from 

Lloyds Banking Group with a face value of £1.46bn. This 

was the US group’s second big investment in the country 

in a matter of months after its purchase of Bank of 

America’s MBNA Irish credit card consumer business in 

March. Apollo, like many of the big private equity groups 

eyeing Dublin, has hired local advisers such as Brian 

Goggin, the former chief executive of Bank of Ireland, 

and is building up local servicing companies to help it 

work through the distressed loan assets it is buying at 

steep discounts. 

Kennedy Wilson, which so far is the biggest private 

equity investor in Irish assets, is one of several groups 

that invested £1.1bn last year to rescue Bank of Ireland 

from state control in mid-2011. It also bought the bank’s 

real estate investment management business, as part of 

a rapid expansion of its European operations. These 

deals enabled Kennedy Wilson to get under the bonnet 

at the bank and helped it to cherry pick some of the best 

assets. 

Last month Lone Star, the Texas-based private equity 

group, bought a £660m portfolio of AIB loans at a 

discount of about 60 per cent. 

There are now several international banks willing to 

finance deals in Ireland, including Bank of America, 

Deutsche Bank and Nomura, with Ireland’s adherence to 

its European Union and International Monetary Fund 

programme and continuing political stability easing 

investor fears. 
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Finance capital is the dominant fraction of capital, which 

shows that an important characteristic of imperialistic 

capitalism is present today. Foreign direct investments 

and world trade have significantly increased in the past 

30 years; production and trade have both become more 

global. The world economy is still significantly rooted in 

national economies, but transnational corporations 

engage in global outsourcing of labour in order to save 

labour costs and other costs and to increase profits. 

Finance capital is the dominant form of capital. Insurance 

companies, pension funds, investment funds, and new 

financial instruments play an important role on 

deregulated, volatile financial markets. 
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Building the alternative. A strategy for a new Ireland 

by Eugene McCartan 

 

1. Redefining the national question by understanding 

Connolly and learning from history. 

Since partition, the long-standing view of the dominant 

sections of the republican movement about what 

constitutes the “national question,” and what has 

dominated the debate (what little there has been), has 

been reduced to the ending of partition. 

At various times, efforts have been made to graft on a 

“social programme,” but  this appears to be purely a 

holding operation until the next opportunity to get  into 

the “real” struggle. 

We have always believed that this was far too narrow a 

view or understanding of what constitutes the national 

question. While we see the ending of partition as a 

central question, it cannot be separated from the wider 

political, economic  and social conditions of our people 

and our country as a whole, north and south. 

Republicans, particularly in the North - but not only in the 

North - have seen the ending of partition as the primary 

or indeed the only goal, and have believed that the  

primary method to bring this about is through armed 

struggle.  In this they have signally failed to take heed of 

and learn from Connolly’s incisive contribution: the 

national and social question are inseparable and are 

interdependent. They are  two sides of the same coin. 

This is the central challenge we as anti-imperialist face 

today. How do we apply this linking of the national and 

the social struggles to our contemporary  situation? How 

do we develop and apply Connolly”s understanding to a 

partitioned country and a divided working class, bedded 

down as these divisions are for nearly a century now? 

What has the struggle for national political and economic 

sovereignty got to do with class politics? 

2. Identifying the class and political forces that can and 

must be won if we are to break out of the imperialist 

stranglehold. 

As those of you who attended the previous two seminars 

will understand, the  question of class is central. 

- The history of all hitherto existing societies has been a 

history of class  struggle. 

- The struggle between the different class interests has 

been the determining factor in shaping human 

development. 

- Class interests have shaped our own long struggle for 

independence, and the class interests of the dominant 

class have determined the relationships and the alliances 

with British colonialism and imperialism. Sections of the 

Irish capitalist class were happy with the Partition 

settlement of 1921, as ultimately were the unionists, 

because their class interests had been satisfied. It was  

not a matter of “betrayal” by certain individuals, but rather 

that they were  driven by their own class interests. 

We need to take into account what the Irish capitalist 

class had experienced, as well  as British imperialism, in 

the decade leading up to partition. Unionism faced the 

challenge of a massive strike in Belfast in 1907, and had 

to deal with the nightmare scenario of a united working 

class and the fracturing of the forces of the state—the 

police. Indeed the police themselves were involved in the 
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strike and the government was obliged to bring in the 

army to “restore order”. The Dublin bosses, faced by a 

militant organised working class in 1913, imposed a six-

month lock-out, but they failed to completely break the 

working class. 

While Connolly was murdered by the British state, his 

legacy remains in his oft stated belief  that  the working 

class must stake its own claim in the national struggle. 

We can see  between 1916 and 1921 the large number 

of workers’ occupations, the  establishment of “soviets,” 

and other workers’ struggle, including a general  strike. 

Tens of thousands of people marched through Dublin to 

celebrate the Russian Revolution. 

All these events shaped how the Irish capitalist class, 

north and south, reacted.  Partition was a solution that 

met their class needs, on a number of levels. 

- On their own they were terrified of a united, militant, 

conscious working class, as were the British. 

- Could British imperialism rely on a weak Irish capitalism 

to hold the line and protect its interests?   Remember that 

this was in a period when workers had taken state power 

in Russia and workers revolts had been forcibly 

suppressed in a number of countries across Europe.  

The ruling classes of Europe where terrified by the 

Bolshevik revolution, and feared the spread of the 

contagion  of revolution, in Ireland no less than anywhere 

else. 

As history has shown the ruling elements - a small 

minority - will always put their own class interests first 

above all else.  Because they were too weak and 

dependent economically on their links to the British 

economy and on the other hand terrified of a militant 

organised workers movement which had strong links into 

rural workers and small farmers, they accepted the 

compromise which they saw as best protecting their 

class interests – Partition. 

The destiny of the Irish people was limited to the 

aspirations of and the dependency relationships of the 

Irish capitalist class north and south. 

Today, the Irish people are being pressured by three sets 

of imperialist interests.  

Firstly, the alliance with the European Union is the 

primary relationship of the Irish capitalist class. It is a 

structured political relationship, whose laws and 

institutions take precedence over those of the Irish state. 

Secondly, there is the influence and pressure from the 

United States, because of the  dominance of direct 

investment by American corporations. This influence is 

also demonstrated by the uncritical approval by 

successive Irish governments for the use of  Shannon 

Airport by the US air force to transport military personnel 

and weapons of warfare across the globe, and the 

presence of Irish military personnel in  Afghanistan.  

Finally, there is the continuing imperialist influence of 

Britain. It still directly controls the North, and it wields 

significant influence politically, economically, culturally 

and  ideologically in the South. 

The capitalist class have clearly identified where their 

class interests lie: in a subservient role, as handmaidens 

to imperialism. Membership of the EU gives them a 

global platform so that they can appear to be still in 

charge at home  and can publicly present themselves as 

equal at the international level, though without any real 

substance. 

They have structured the economy to meet the needs of 

transnational capital, and so any attempt at asserting a 

degree of political or economic sovereignty  is not in their 

interests. 

3. The working class: “incorruptible inheritors of the fight 

for freedom  in Ireland” or hopelessly in thrall to the 

European Union? Can the working class be awakened 

and mobilised? 
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Since the Republic joined the EEC in 1973 there has 

been a deliberate  attempt to draw the labour and 

republican  movements into the whole integration  

strategy of monopoly capitalism. Key elements in the 

labour movement have  actively collaborated in this 

process and have attempted to present all positive  

changes to social legislation, particularly in regards to 

women’s rights, as having  derived from EEC/EU 

membership, as if somehow we as a people are  

incapable of delivering change from within. This is a 

parallel ideological strategy to the establishment one to 

undermine the peoples self-confidence and to promote 

the belief that we are unable to affect change  on our 

own, and aims to reinforce a culture of dependency and 

clientelism, whether locally, nationally or in relation to the 

EU. 

To date republicans have not completely given up their 

critical stand on the EU but there are dangers that they 

also will fall for this line; that the so-called “politics of 

realism” will win out. 

To break this dependency and to liberate ourselves 

politically, economically, socially and culturally we need 

to look at which class is capable of doing this in a way 

that liberates us all.   If the interests of ruling class lie 

with imperialism, the small and medium farmers are no 

longer either numerically or economically the power they 

once were. This leaves the working class - the majority 

class - as the only social force  which can bring about 

unity and reclaim political and economic sovereignty—for 

to end its own exploitation it has to end all exploitation. 

Only the working class can do this as it is the only class 

with no vested interest in the exploitation of others. To 

ensure its own liberation it must liberate society as a 

whole from all forms of exploitation. 

To achieve this it must take state power; and in so doing 

it must break the connections with imperialism. You 

cannot have a free working class or a free  society when 

power and decision-making lie outside its democratic 

control. Democracy and sovereignty are essential 

weapons needed to realise the emancipation of our 

class. 

This requires the development of the class, the raising of 

its political  consciousness, which can be achieved by a 

combination of political, economic and social struggles 

and political education, linking practical resistance with 

the theoretical experience of the working class.  The idea 

that the European Union brought us social progress, an 

idea which is peddled  by both the establishment and 

social democracy, needs to be challenged within the 

working-class movement. 

4. What are the strategic issues that can expose the fault 

lines in imperialist control? 

We can't reduce our demands to purely economic and 

social issues or, Connolly described it “gas and water 

socialism”.  Important though these are, in themselves 

they will not shift the balance of forces or raise the class-

consciousness of people. In many cases they reinforce 

the false belief that capitalism as a system is reformable 

in a permanent way.  We just have to look around us 

today to know that this is not true. 

Our demands need to draw on our knowledge and 

understanding of political economy, i.e. the nature of the  

system and what we need to do. 

For example, if we call for the return of political and 

economic powers  from Brussels, a number of things will 

happen: 

- The Irish capitalist class have no interest in such a 

strategy and would oppose it. They have abandoned any 

pretence of independence. 

- The EU would oppose it, as it runs in a diametrically 

opposite direction to what they are constructing. It is not 

in the interests of European monopoly capitalism. 

- Both the British and the Americans would oppose it, as 

it would jeopardise their influence. The British wish to 
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control the political process and manage the outcome as 

in the north, while in the south the USA see this state as 

a platform into the EU and a conduit for investment. 

But to working people these demands make sense and 

are in their interests. Why? 

- To create jobs, we need the state to be the main 

instrument. This runs counter to the rules of the EU, 

which insist on the primacy of the market and private 

enterprise. 

- We need to have control over capital to direct 

investment into socially necessary areas.  That would 

interfere with one of the pillars of the EU, the free 

movement of capital. 

- We need to have democratic control over the 

institutions that shape and influence our lives and our 

welfare. Since the foundation of the Common 

Market/EEC/EU all the treaties have been about the 

consolidation of power and decision making at the centre 

and the hollowing out of democracy at local and national 

level. 

In other words, democracy and sovereignty have real 

substance and meaning which people can grasp. They 

are the means of shifting and transforming the  balance 

of power, creating the conditions for dealing with and 

defeating a weak and dependent capitalist class. 

In the North, people are triply marginalised: they have 

little or no say in  London, no influence in Brussels, and 

little in Dublin. Here once again the questions of 

democracy and sovereignty are central.  The North of 

Ireland cannot solve its problems by itself. 

These can be the demands that give people hope of a 

way out: that equality  and justice can be secured only in 

a wider democratic framework. And they provide us with 

the tools for trying to influence at least a section of the  

Protestant working class in the North. There has to be an 

understanding that on this island we are burdened with 

two truncated, failed states which are unsustainable and 

are part of the peoples problem. 

5. How do we link the different struggles, inject political  

understanding, and raise consciousness of the need to 

build a  movement that challenges capitalism and 

imperialism? 

The present crisis of the system is a crisis of over-

production of goods and an  over-accumulation of capital, 

with nowhere to invest to get more profits.  This has 

affected our people, north and south, and they are 

experiencing the crisis in a similar way: massive cuts in 

public services, savage cuts in income,  mass 

unemployment, and emigration. 

Here in the South the odious debt and its repayment are 

the weakest link in the chain. The debt is simply 

unsustainable. But for this state, the state of the Irish 

capitalist class, to repudiate the debt would be to 

undermine their own class relationships at the 

international level and their place within the world 

imperialist system. 

The demand for repudiation of the debt, we believe, can 

draw the working class together in a united way. You are 

not asking them to make an individual, possibly isolated 

stand, but a collective stand as a class. 

It’s a demand that will bring us into conflict with 

imperialism and its interests. Linking permanent austerity 

with permanent debt repayment can serve to raise both 

day-to-day economic issues and a strategic political 

demand that the establishment would have very severe 

difficulties in acceding to, as would their  international 

backers also. 

Equally, a demand for democratic control over natural 

resources has the  potential to draw the people into 

opposition to the interests of the Irish  capitalist class as 

well as the European Union and the United States. We 

should also explore what sort of impact such a demand 

could have in the  North—posing questions on a class 
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basis as to why these resources could not  be used to 

benefit working people north and south. 

The above demands are not exhaustive, but purely 

examples of the difference between strategic demands 

and simple social and economic demands, such as  

increasing pensions or calling for the restructuring of the 

debt, or only calling  for a deal in relation to the 

promissory notes. 

Such demands are about putting economic struggles and 

solutions in a way that challenges the status quo while 

appearing on the surface to be quite reasonable. 

We need to challenge imperialism to give people hope 

and to weaken imperialism’s grip on them. Demands 

need to be directed at the crucial weaknesses of our 

enemies. 

- Democracy: we want to give it greater substance—

recognising its class nature. 

- Sovereignty: the ability to make decisions that can 

change the lives of our people. 

- Political demands: to expand the democratic 

involvement of the people. 

- Economic demands: demands that are transformative 

and can shift the balance of forces in favour of working 

people. 

6. Can we at this stage identify what the essential 

features of such a movement might or should be? 

We need a movement or alliance that is patriotic, anti-

imperialist and democratic and is for the mobilisation of 

the people to be the agents of change. 

- it must have a strategy that is transformative and that 

challenges monopoly capitalism and the economic and 

political strategy of the European Union; 

- it should seek to control wealth and to use it to 

transform society and create the conditions in which the 

working class can challenge for state power as its 

strategic goal; 

- it must be active in combating sectarianism in both 

communities in the North and in opposing any actions 

that use sectarianism for short-term opportunist electoral 

gains; 

- it should be clear that the aim is to build a republic of a 

new type—this is what we should and can offer our 

working class, north and south, Catholic and Protestant. 




