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Irish nationhood was powerfully reinforced in 

the use of Irish titles and names in all areas of 

government and the state, even in those cases 

where the previous British system or department 

had been taken over largely unchanged, Irish 

ownership was stamped on it symbolically. As 

late as 1938 the mission to create an Irish 

Ireland was given precedence over ending 

partition by De Valera, speaking in Cork, 

following the transfer of the treaty ports from 

Britain to Ireland, on 11th July of that year he 

told a „victory ceilidhe‟ that: 

without the restoration of the Irish 

language, ‘what has happened today 

at Spike Island and Cobh will be very 

incomplete indeed, even if it is 

followed by our getting back in a 

very short time the whole of this 

country for the Irish people’.17 

The process that led to the formation of the Irish 

Free State in 1922, from the Easter Rising and 

the events which followed, can, in terms of the 

Irish state it attained, be said to have been a 

revolution. However this view of revolution is not 

unproblematic even by the standards of 

revolutionary nationalism itself. 

The development of Sinn Fein ideology, based 

on the notion of inalienable national territory, 

rose in opposition to the growing likelihood of 

the Irish Parliamentary Party‟s acceptance of a 

partitionist settlement. In this respect the 

„revolution‟ was to do no better than 

constitutional nationalism. 

The Anglo-Irish Treaty of December 1921 

treaty fell short of the aspirations of a 

sovereign Irish republic with its national territory 

intact. For Sinn Fein the use of armed violence 

provided leverage in support of the electoral 

mandate gained in 1917 and 1918. Unlike the 

Irish Parliamentary Party, Sinn Fein could not 

influence the British government in the halls of 

Westminster due to its abstentionist policy. In 

the absence of such political wrangling 

something else was needed to bring the British 

1935. Eight anarchists were arrested 
and put on trial. They were not accused 
of the bomb throwing itself but that by 
their words and publications they had 
incited the attack. 
 
Michael Schwab, Oscar Neebe, Adolph 
Fischer, August Spies, Louis Lingg, 
George Engel and Samuel Fielden were 
arrested. Albert Parsons evaded arrest, 
but in a show of amazing solidarity 
presented himself at the courthouse to be 
tried with his comrades. The trial was a 
fraud, the jury packed with people 
hostile to the cause of Labour. Parsons, 
Spies, Fischer, Engel and Lingg were 
sentenced to hang. Lingg escaped the 
noose by committing suicide in his cell. 
Schwab, Neebe and Fielden were jailed 
until June 26th 1894, when Governor 
John P. Altgeld ruled the trial a 
miscarriage of justice and pardoned all 
eight defendants. Scant comfort to the 
comrades and friends of the four 
hanged on November 11th 1887 
despite world wide outcry. 
 

2011 – THE STRUGGLE CONTINUES 
 
If we look around today, we see many 
of the gains that workers like the 
Chicago Martyrs fought for being swept 
away, whether it is the privatisation of 
our public services, victimisation and 
bullying at work, attacks on our 
conditions and standards of living, the 
assault on the „welfare state‟, the huge 
rise in casualisation and use of „temp‟/
agency workers, or in the „austerity‟ 
measures being implemented of ruthless 
cuts and price hikes. Our history is a 
history of struggle and resistance, a 
history that demonstrates that as working 
people we can organise ourselves and 
fight such attacks. 

government to the negotiating table with Sinn 

Fein. The use of armed struggle as the leverage 

which brought the British government to the 

negotiating table did not secure the republic or 

even the compromise of external association 

forwarded by De Valera. The fact that the IRA 

could not hope to militarily defeat the British 

government effectively undermined the position 

of the Dail‟s negotiators. 

The construction of an Irish nationalist 

historiography as one long process of 

opposition to foreign domination culminating in 

the establishment of the Free State became the 

point of reference for anti-treaty republicans 

and later northern nationalists who found 

themselves contained within the territory of the 

Northern Irish state. A history of unfinished 

revolution developed; in Northern Ireland from 

1969 onwards republicans were to reassert 

that any progress first required the ending of 

British rule in Ireland and completion of the 

„historically justified‟ mission of Irish nationalism. 

Here again the message is, by varying degrees, 

that labour must wait. Mirroring the sentiment 

that „labour must wait‟ one time Progressive 

Unionist Party spokesman Billy Hutchinson has 

also claimed that „normal‟ left-right politics can 

only follow resolution of the constitutional 

question. Of course in this instance the mirror 

image is the prerequisite securing of Northern 

Irelands constitutional attachment to the United 

Kingdom. The attitude of Irish nationalism to the 

unionist, or self-identifying British population, is 

to demand coercion from Westminster and 

involves a rather naïve belief that on „British‟ 

withdrawal that they will realise their „Irishness‟. 

The definition of revolution, that allows events in 

Ireland from 1916 to 1922 to be called a 

revolution, is devoid of reference to social and 

economic transformation, a serious omission in 

any definition of the term. If it is enough to 

claim that the change of those holding power, 

accompanied by force or the threat of force, 

defines revolution, then Ireland had a 

revolution, perhaps even two revolutions, 

between 1916 and 1922. If however our 

definition of revolution demands a more radical 

departure, wide ranging changes in social and 

economic relations, a transformation in the 

everyday lives of working class people, then, 

despite the mythology and tradition of 

contemporary and modern Irish nationalists, 

republicans and socialist republicans, and the 

uniting of more radical elements behind the 

goal of Irish national sovereignty, Ireland did 

not have a revolution at all. 
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If we are to reclaim the true history of 
May Day, it is most fitting that we do so 
by renewing the struggles begun by the 
comrades we commemorate and 
celebrate today. We can, and must, 
build a successful campaign against the 
cuts, over the years we have defeated 
attempt after attempt at implementing 
water charges. By fighting the 
government‟s attacks, resisting attacks on 
people on benefits, refusing to tolerate 
the intimidation of our fellow workers, by 
standing against racism, in the ongoing 
battle against global capitalism, we will 
fulfil the prophecy of August Spies, 
whose words are inscribed on the bottom 
of the Martyrs monument:  
 
“The time will come when our silence will 
be more powerful than the voices you 

strangle today” Every year for 125 years May 1st has 
been celebrated as a day of workers 
resistance and solidarity. In Belfast every 
year thousands of working class people 
come together as workers ignoring 
divisions of orange and green of religion 
and race. But the reasons behind this 
tradition, its origins and its true history 
are often forgotten. 
 
The history of May Day begins in the 
USA in 1884 at convention of the 
Federation of Organised Trades and 
Labour Unions, the predecessor to the 
American Federation of Labour (congress 
of reformist US business unions). This 
convention marked the beginning of the 
global movement to win the 8-hour day. 
The plan was to spend two years 
persuading employers to adopt the 8-
hour day as standard. In the USA the 
campaign was to climax on May 1st 
1886, at which time all workers not yet 
on an 8-hour day would stage a nation-
wide strike until the demand was met. 
 
Many employers did not meet the 
deadline, and accordingly on May 1st 
great demonstrations took place all 
across the US. The largest was in 
Chicago where an estimated 80,000 

people marching down Michigan Avenue. 
The business leaders saw it as a prelude 
to „revolution‟ and demanded a 
crackdown. So when a strike broke out 
at Chicago's McCormick Reaper plant it 
was brutally repressed by police, who 
fired on strikers and their supporters, 
killing and injuring several, on May 3rd 
1886. 
 
A mass protest was organised for the 
following day at the city‟s Haymarket 
Square. Some 20,000 people attended 
the rally. As the last speaker was 
finishing it began to rain and a force of 
200 police arrived to disperse the 
crowd. Up until then the meeting had 
been peaceful, a fact later testified to 
by the mayor of Chicago in court. But as 
the police moved in someone threw a 
bomb at the police, killing one. They 
opened fire, killing at least four workers 
and wounding many more. Several more 
police were killed, whether by workers 
or „friendly fire‟ is unknown. 
 
In the aftermath, unions and the homes of 
labour organisers and anarchists were 
raided all across the country. The 8-hour 
movement was derailed in the US where 
it was not enacted in legislation until 

On Saturday 17th April what has been 
described as a “unique cross-community 
event” took place in Thorndyke Street, East 
Belfast with the unveiling of a 
commemorative plaque to socialist and 
International Brigades volunteer William 

Tumlinson. 

Born in Thorndyke Street, Tumlinson was a 
socialist from a working class protestant 
community who rejected sectarianism, took 
part in the 1932 struggle against Outdoor 
Relief and who sacrificed his life in the 

struggle against fascism in Spain in 1938. 

The plaque was unveiled jointly by Teach na 
Failte, the Lower Castlereagh Community 
Group, Charter NI and local Historian, John 
Quinn. In attendance were working class 
people from across the city, including former 
loyalist and republican prisoners, Irps, 
wombles, uvfers, local MLA and former PUP 
leader, Dawn Purvis, and various trade 

unionists, socialists and others. 

Following the unveiling an event was held in 
the Cityeast building that was addressed by 
a variety of speakers including John Quinn 
and a number of former loyalist and 
republican socialist prisoners involved in the 
project. There was also a moving play that 
utilised the mechanism of a dialogue 
between Tumlinson and his mother to give an 
insight into his background and working class 

convictions. 

Speaking at the event local historian John 
Quinn declared “This is not Catholic working 
class history or Protestant working class 
history. This is our working class history”. 


