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A Democratic Programme for a New Century 

In 1916 the Proclamation of the Irish Republic declared “the right of the Irish 
people to the ownership of Ireland, and to the unfettered control of Irish 
destinies, to be sovereign and indefeasible.” Earlier in 1916 Patrick Pearse 

had written “that the nation’s sovereignty extends not only to all the material 
possessions of the nation, the nation’s soil and all its resources, all wealth 
and all wealth-producing processes within the nation. In other words, no 
private right to property is good as against the public right of the nation.” 


Also writing in 1916, James Connolly stated that “the re-conquest [of Ireland] 
involves taking possession of the entire country, all its powers of wealth-
production and all its natural resources, and organising these on a co-
operative basis for the good of all.” In April 1916 he insisted to the Irish 
Citizen Army that “we are out for economic as well as political liberty.”


The Democratic Programme of Dáil Éireann, passed on 21 January 1919, 
incorporated this political understanding: “We declare in the words of the 
Irish Republican Proclamation the right of the people of Ireland to the 
ownership of Ireland, and to the unfettered control of Irish destinies to be 
indefeasible, and in the language of the first President, Pádraig Mac Phiarais, 
we declare that the Nation’s sovereignty extends not only to all men and 
women of the Nation, but to all its resources, all the wealth and all the 
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wealth-producing processes within the Nation, and with him we re-affirm that 
all rights to private property must be subordinated to the public right and 
welfare.”


January 2019 is the hundredth anniversary of the inaugural meeting of the 
first Dáil in the Mansion House in Dublin. The Democratic Programme 
adopted by Dáil Éireann set out a social programme for the Irish Revolution. 
Both the 1916 Proclamation and the Democratic Programme reflected in part 
the political understanding of Pearse and Connolly that the welfare and 
happiness of the people can only be secured in a sovereign, independent 
Irish Republic in which the people have full democratic control over all 
aspects of their society and economy.


This anniversary provides an opportunity for us to revisit the radical message 
of the Irish Revolution, consider to what extent its promise has been 
achieved, and focus on the pressing needs of the people today.


Ireland today is dominated by imperialism and lacks any meaningful 
democracy, sovereignty, or independence. Imperialism is the extension of 
the system of capitalism globally as capital reaches beyond the borders of 
the state and incorporates peoples, countries and regions in its economic 
order, subordinating them to its owns needs and interests. Imperialism 
emerged through the concentration of capital in huge corporations and 
monopolies; the growth and concentration of finance capital, until it 
surpassed productive capital and came to dominate it; and the increased 
movement of capital across borders until the export of finance exceeded the 
export of goods. These economic developments gave rise to a new global 
division of labour and a new political division of the world into spheres of 
influence and domination.


Imperialism dominates Ireland through its domestic and international agents. 
The domestic include successive Irish governments, the mainstream political 
parties, native capitalists and their associations, and their ideologues in the 
universities and the media, while the international include the European 
Union, the European Central Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the 
global corporations that invest or establish operations here, and powerful 
states such as Britain and the United States.
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The recurring political, social, economic and cultural failings that beset Irish 
society cannot be resolved without recognising the reality of imperialism and 
challenging it at every opportunity.


This is not a new understanding: it is the political analysis of Pearse and 
Connolly, and it is the central message they brought to the 1916 Rising and 
the Irish Revolution. They were not pursuing a romantic ideal or an abstract 
political theory: the demand for real democratic control in a sovereign, 
independent Irish Republic was the practical means of securing the needs 
and interests of the Irish people. For them, political and economic freedom 
were inseparable: the one could not be achieved without the other. Connolly 
had earlier argued that completing the political revolution on its own, 
ignoring the need for revolution in the economy, would be futile: “England 
would still rule you. She would rule you through her capitalists, through her 
financiers, through the whole array of commercial and individualist 
institutions she has planted in this country.”


With the revolutionaries of a hundred years ago, we believe that it is only in a 
truly democratic, sovereign, independent Irish Republic that the problems 
that beset the Irish people can be addressed. Only then can the people 
collectively determine their own lives and together create a society that has 
the common good of all as its guiding principle and in which all our social 
relations are free and fully human.


Democracy means that the people have real decision-making power over 
their own lives and all aspects of their society. Real democracy cannot be 
confined to the political domain only; if the people are to control their own 
lives, democratic control must extend to the economy as well as to the 
political, social and cultural spheres. A society in which the people do not 
have control over all decision-making is not a democratic one.

Sovereignty is the ability of a people or state to govern and make the laws 
within their borders; without it, the people are not sovereign, and no 
democratic decision-making is possible. Independence is the exercise of 
sovereignty and democracy free from external coercion, restraint, or 
interference; this does not mean isolation from the wider world or a lack of 
engagement with it but being able to act freely within it and to interact with 
others on our own terms.
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In the Ireland of today, dominated by imperialism, there is no real democracy, 
sovereignty, or independence; the people cannot determine their own lives or 
control their society; and there are no answers to the social problems that 
confront us. One obstacle to the people exercising democratic control is the 
existing system of liberal democracy (sometimes also called representative 
or parliamentary democracy). Having the right to vote every five years for 
one party or another to govern us is not democracy and gives us no real 
control over the decisions that affect our lives. 


The institutions of governance themselves prevent the people from 
exercising any decision-making power; in fact they remove decision-making 
from the people and place it with the elite, the bureaucracies, and the rich. 
Connolly considered governments in such societies to be no more than 
“committees of the rich to administer the affairs of the capitalist class.” 
Today politics, the legal system, the media, the universities and the other 
institutions of governance and control are populated by those who either 
willingly promote and implement the interests of the rich and the capitalists 
or those who do not understand the impossibility of resolving our problems 
within this system.


This system of governance cannot be democratised by reform. A society that 
intended to empower all its members and give them control over their lives 
would not devise institutions and processes that systematically remove 
power from them and vest it in small elite groups, both elected and 
appointed: politicians and elected representatives, bureaucrats and senior 
civil servants, judges, and experts and technocrats. New institutions and 
processes will have to be created in order to empower the people in their 
society and give them real decision-making power over everything that 
affects their lives.


As capital increasingly moved across national borders and imperialism came 
to dominate much of the world, new supranational institutions of governance 
and decision-making began to emerge. Designed to promote and ensure the 
interests of a globalising capitalism, and created by the national states that 
already served those interests, the new institutions removed democratic 
control even further from the people. 
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The institutions of the European Union, the euro zone and the European 
Central Bank are another obstacle to the Irish people exercising democratic 
control over their lives, and their role in hollowing out democracy and 
protecting the interests of capital were starkly exposed during the economic 
and financial crisis of recent years. They have been central to the imposition 
of austerity policies throughout the EU, to the foisting on the people of the 
private debt of the banks and finance houses, and to the insistence that 
there is no alternative to capitalism and the market. 


Instead of considering whether the system of capitalism and their own 
policies were part of the problem, the EU, the ECB and the euro zone 
reinforced the system and punished the peoples of Europe, particularly in 
Ireland, Greece, Spain, and Portugal. The European institutions are 
institutions of imperialism, designed to protect and promote the interests of 
big business and globalised finance. If the Irish people are to take real 
democratic power into their hands they will have to extricate themselves 
from the EU and the euro zone.


Writing in The Sovereign People, Patrick Pearse insisted that “no private 
right to property is good as against the public right of the nation.” The “right 
to private property”—the core characteristic of capitalism, which is 
embedded in all its political, social, cultural and economic ideology and 
practices—is a central obstacle to the Irish people assuming democratic 
control over their lives. The imposition on the people of the private debt 
incurred by banks and speculators is no more than a particularly naked 
example of the everyday practices of capitalism. 


While the debt is no longer to the fore in public discourse, it has not 
disappeared: in fact both public and private debt remain at historically high 
and unsustainable levels. The people who are being forced to repay the debt 
incurred by others also carry a heavy burden of personal debt, and they were 
neither those who caused the speculative debt nor those who benefited from 
the boom that preceded the crisis. Those who benefited were the 
speculators, financiers, developers, and those who serviced them in politics, 
the media, and the universities and think tanks.


The burden of debt is a means of locking the people in to servicing the 
system permanently. At the level of the state we are committed to decades 
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of repaying the private banking debt, transferring wealth produced by the 
people to the financiers and speculators; at the level of the individual this 
process is repeated as people are burdened with debt for increasing periods 
of their working lives and into retirement. The system requires that, 
individually and collectively, we remain in permanent debt servitude, making 
payments in perpetuity to the financiers and speculators who own the debt. 
While the debt cannot and should not be repaid, it is no more than one 
aspect of the system of capitalism. If the people are to exercise democratic 
control over their society and their lives, it will be necessary to exert social 
control over capital and finance and over all the productive economy.


Writing in 1914, James Connolly argued that partition “would mean a 
carnival of reaction both North and South, would set back the wheels of 
progress, would destroy the oncoming unity of the Irish Labour movement 
and paralyse all advanced movements whilst it endured.” The partition of 
Ireland is a further obstacle to the Irish people exercising real democratic 
control over their society and their lives. The division of our country arises 
out of the historical colonial domination of Ireland by England and Britain; the 
plantation of Protestants from England and Scotland and the deliberate 
promotion of sectarian antagonisms to protect colonial interests; and the 
needs of imperialism in the twentieth century to secure a stable Ireland 
where the interests of capital would be advanced.


As a response to political upheaval and revolution in Ireland in the early 
twentieth century, partition provided a solution for and within imperialism. It 
divided the democratic forces and the working class; it was a compromise 
that unionism and its Tory supporters could accept; it provided a state in the 
26 Counties in which nationalist capital and big business could advance their 
class interests; it provided a means of ending the Revolution without 
sparking social transformation; and it secured both parts of a divided Ireland 
for imperialism.


Partition can only be addressed by confronting its role in denying democracy 
in both parts of Ireland and producing the “carnival of reaction” that Connolly 
foresaw. North and South, we are denied real democracy, sovereignty, and 
independence. All the institutions of governance—the EU and the euro zone, 
the British Parliament, the Stormont Executive, and the Dáil in Leinster 
House—serve to remove democratic control from the people and to promote 
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the interests of capitalism and imperialism. Institutions in Ireland that would 
facilitate the people themselves in exercising real democratic power are the 
only means through which the interests of the people can be secured and 
imperialism defeated.


This assembly holds that in Ireland today, North and South, there is no real 
democracy, sovereignty, or independence; that the interests of imperialism 
and capital are promoted at the expense of the interests of the people; and 
that the people are unable to exercise any meaningful control, individually or 
collectively, over their society and their lives.


We insist that it is only through the achievement of national democracy, real 
democracy, sovereignty, and independence, that the interests of the people 
can be secured and implemented and that the people can determine 
together their relations with each other and the nature of the society they 
create collectively and live in.


All the obstacles to the people exercising real democratic power must be 
confronted and overcome:


The lack of real democracy in the domestic institutions of governance must 
be challenged and new institutions created that facilitate the people 
controlling their lives.


Membership of and the transfer of sovereignty to international and 
supranational bodies that prevent the people exercising democratic power 
must be reversed and ended.


Controls must be placed on the operations of capital and finance in the 
interests of the common good of all the people. All parts of the economy and 
production must be subject to increasing social control.


The partition of Ireland must be opposed and real national democracy 
established throughout Ireland. We must address those who support 
partition and enter into dialogue with them about the necessity of the people 
exercising real democratic control if their interests and needs are to be 
realised.
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This assembly affirms its commitment to the struggle for a truly democratic, 
sovereign, independent Irish Republic, in which the people will be sovereign. 
The people must have full decision-making power over all aspects of their 
society and economy, and the common good must replace private 
ownership and profit as the driving principle in our shared lives together. 
When the people have real democratic control over all political, social, 
cultural and economic matters, the interests of the few can finally be 
subordinated to the needs and wishes of the many, and we can create a truly 
free, equal and human society.
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Based on the above, the Peadar O’Donnell Socialist Republican Forum 
drafted 6 motions to put before the centenary celebration of the  First Dail  
held on Saturday 26th January 2019 in Liberty Hall, Dublin. All motions were 
overwhelmingly endorsed

Motion 1  For a democratic Ireland 

We, par(cipants in the People’s Dáil, gathered to celebrate the centenary of the first 
Dáil Éireann, are of the belief that full democracy and the democra(c expression of 
the people’s will must be the founda(on of democracy. It is clear that none of the 
poli(cal ins(tu(ons currently established in Ireland are accountable to the people 
but rather are the product of those they serve. They serve the interests of those who 
have wealth and economic power as well as the needs and interests of imperialism. 
Democra(c control of all ins(tu(ons, and decisions within those ins(tu(ons, that 
affect people’s lives must be controlled by the people at all (mes. All elected 
representa(ves must be subject to recall, whether at the local or the na(onal level. 
This democracy must be extended to our places of work and to all social and cultural 
spheres of life. In a new, democra(c Ireland every ci(zen must have full par(cipa(on 
in all decisions affec(ng their family, community, and place of work. This will require 
a radical and fundamental change in how our country is run and how we, as ci(zens, 
govern rather than are governed. 

Motion 2 For a neutral Ireland 

A democra(c Ireland would be neutral and non-aligned. We oppose involvement in 
any and all military structures. We oppose the use of any part of our country by 
aggressive military alliances, such as NATO or PESCO. A democra(c Ireland would be 
a beacon of solidarity and hope for the billions of oppressed peoples struggling 
under imperial domina(on and control. We oppose all external ins(tu(onal controls 
that prevent the people of Ireland from asser(ng their na(onal sovereign wishes 
and their democra(c capacity as a people. A democra(c Ireland would promote 
global solidarity and jus(ce and mutually beneficial economic trading rela(ons. It 
would not engage in the oppression of other peoples or na(ons, economically, 
militarily, or culturally. A democra(c and free Ireland would never collude with 
others in the exploita(on of the resources or peoples of other na(ons. We 
understand that in order to assert these policies we must have complete na(onal 
sovereignty and na(onal democracy. 
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Motion 3 The global environment crisis 

The economic system imposed upon us—monopoly capitalism—is plunging our 
planet and the very survival of hundreds of millions of people around the globe into 
an environment abyss—a catastrophe that we may well never recover from. We 
need to end the destruc(on of the environment by global corpora(ons and to 
challenge the subservient poli(cians and governmental systems. It is only in the 
controlling of, and ul(mately the breaking up of, these global monopolies and in 
ins(tu(ng an economic system that is centred on the needs of the people, one that 
is environmentally sustainable and in which the profit mo(va(on is removed, that 
we can hope to save our planet. 

Motion 4  Partition 

Par((on was a most grave and an(-democra(c act imposed upon our people by 
Britain and its allies in Ireland. Par((on can only be addressed by confron(ng its role 
in denying democracy in both parts of Ireland producing the “carnival of reac(on” 
that Connolly foresaw, North and South. We are affirmed our belief that it is only the 
working people of Ireland, that have the capacity to end par((on and unite our 
people, to establish meaningful na(onal sovereignty and na(onal independence in 
order to secure their own material needs and interests. 

We resolve to strengthen the unity of people’s organisa(ons on a na(onal basis and 
to support campaigns and solu(ons that strengthen the unity of our people in an all-
Ireland struggle. In line with the historic tradi(on of Tone, Connolly, and Pearse, we 
oppose all manifesta(ons of sectarianism and division and oppose all groups and 
forces that wish to sow further division among our people. 

Motion 5  People’s ownership 

We reject the narrow concept of democracy that confines the people’s par(cipa(on 
to a formal vote every four or five years. We believe that all the means of producing 
the necessi(es of life including the control of capital, all natural resources, both land 
and sea, should be owned and controlled by and for the people of Ireland. These 
resources are to be used only in a sustainable way to enhance the social and cultural 
development of our people, and not for the profit of a (ny elite or transna(onal 
corpora(ons. It is the people’s wealth and should, therefore, be owned by us. 
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Motion 6  Economic and social development to serve the people 

A democra(c Ireland should be one in which everyone can enjoy the fruits of their 
labour, in which to grow and develop to their fullest poten(al, free from 
discrimina(on because of their gender, sexuality, ethnicity, race or religion. Priority 
would be given to enhancing the social and cultural development of every ci(zen 
equally, with economic and social development spread evenly throughout our 
country. This must include the Gaeltacht and other historically marginalised regions. 
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The Peadar O’ Donnell Socialist Republican Forum


STATEMENT OF PRINCIPLES


We cannot conceive of a free Ireland with a subject working class, we cannot 
conceive of a free working class in a subject Ireland 

1. The aim of the Forum is to promote the ideas of socialist 
republicanism, as best expressed by Connolly, Mellows and O’ 
Donnell, which hold that the people of Ireland should own and control 
the country and its resources, politically, socially, and economically in 
advancing the cause of undoing the conquest of Ireland and building a 
socialist republic.


2. Ending the dominance of imperialism requires the return of full control 
to the people over Ireland in all aspects. This can only happen in an 
Ireland that has regained its independence and sovereignty and that is 
fully democratic with the people in control of all decision making. In the 
socialist republic, society will be organised to meet the needs of the 
people and enable them to lead free and fulfilled lives. Full democratic 
control means that production and the economy will be entirely in the 
hands of the people.


3. Ireland, North and South, is under the control of imperialism, a control 
which is exercised through the agencies of global monopoly capital, 
the intervention of the British State, the combined EU, US influence, 
the IMF and other instruments of control. This domination is welcomed, 
actively supported and facilitated by the dominant domestic capitalist 
interests North and South which are willing junior partners in 
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imperialism.   Thus to struggle to undo the conquest it is necessary to 
oppose and actively resist both the imperial interests and their 
domestic gate-keepers. That struggle has the potential to draw into 
activity all those who suffer the effects of this dual domination. In 
effect, this means the vast majority of the Irish people.


4. The control of capitalism and imperialism over our lives expresses itself 
at every level; economically, socially, politically, ideologically, culturally 
and environmentally.   Therefore any organised resistance has to devise 
and develop campaigns and policies which take account of all these 
factors and must mobilise the people to engage actively at every level. 
The complexities of these tasks requires open and honest debate 
among socialists and republicans and necessitates seeking maximum 
unity to creating networks and alliances.


5. The Forum recognises the important role of the trade union movement 
as the biggest organisation of the working class. We should seek to 
promote and popularise class politics among its members and 
challenge ideas that limit its potential as a major agency for change.


6. The Forum will provide an opportunity to discuss and publicise the 
application of our ideas to contemporary problems while popularising 
the reality that the system has to be changed and can only be changed 
by opening the road the socialism.


7. The Forum believes that creating an anti-imperialist movement and 
effecting significant social change requires the unity of all working 
people, North and South, Catholic, Protestant and Dissenter.   A crucial 
task will be to debate and analyse the nature and causes of 
sectarianism and to advance ideas for working class unity.


8. In the conditions existing in Ireland today, the Forum believes that there 
is no place for militarism or the use of armed force and that the 
continued recourse to violence is harmful to the development and 
furthering of anti-imperialist mass politics.


9. At the heart of any attempt to build a modern movement to challenge 
imperialism and create a new Ireland must be a clear understanding 
that our struggle is but one strand of the global struggle for democracy, 
independence and sustainable social progress. The Forum declares its 
solidarity with all those around the world who are fighting for a better 
tomorrow and sees the protection and extension of Irish neutrality as a 
major responsibility.
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10. Equally, the Forum is clear about the essentially anti-capitalist nature of 
our struggle. The various sections of the Irish capitalist class, North 
and South, have failed over the past 90 years to build a society in 
which all the children of the nation are cherished equally. They have 
been tried and found wanting and no amount of tinkering with their 
failed system can achieve the changes which our people need.


11. The lack of democracy in Ireland, North and South, along with the 
continuing sectarianism, discrimination, and inequality can only be 
successfully resisted by the development of a strong anti-imperialist 
movement with wide popular support. A political system must be built 
that reflects the class interest of the majority of people. The legacy of 
the lack of democracy in the Six Counties and its newer forms of 
repression must be countered by open campaigning of public opinion. 
All forms of institutional sectarianism and inequality must be resisted 
by involving the widest popular support.
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