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25th Desmond Greaves Weekend School, Dublin, Friday 13 September 2013 
Priscilla Metscher, University of Oldenburg, Germany
The Life and Times of James Connolly: an historical evaluation

My theme this evening is to give an historical evaluation of Desmond Greaves’ biography “The Life and Times of James Connolly”. It is of course impossible here to give an assessment of all the biographical works and writings on Connolly that have been published prior to and after the publication of Greaves’ biography. I shall pick out a few examples which I think show clearly the stand of research into Connolly’s life, his political writings and thought before the 1960s. I shall of course concentrate on Greaves’ biography and finally mention some important works that have been published since then.

One of the earliest appreciations of Connolly’s role in the Irish labour movement is given by W.P. Ryan in “The Labour Movement from the Twenties to our own Day”, published in 1919. Ryan’s book takes us from the early days of labour in Ireland in the 19th century to James Connolly and the labour movement in the first decades of the 20th century. The first part of the book in fact takes up aspects dealt with by Connolly in his work “Labour in Irish History”, published in 1910, but giving us more detailed accounts. Almost half of the book is dedicated to Connolly, whereby Ryan is especially interested in the relationship between socialism, republicanism, Sinn Fein and the Gaelic League. It is not a biography in the real sense, but nevertheless takes us through the different periods of Connolly’s political activities and writings. Generally speaking Ryan sees no evolution in Connolly’s teaching. He believes that everything in his writings and speeches was explicit or implicit in the programme of the Irish Socialist Republican Party of 1896. To W.P. Ryan it was important to show why Connolly the socialist should have participated and played a leading role in the Easter Rising.
The first full-scale biography was written by Desmond Ryan, “James Connolly, his Life, Time and Writings”, 1924. Desmond Ryan was also the editor of the first collections of Connolly’s published writings under the titles, “Socialism and Nationalism”, “The Workers’ Republic” and “ Labour and Easter Week”. From the outset Ryan speculates that Connolly’s position would be that of the official Irish Labour Party (i.e. in the 1920s) and further that he would have seen the Irish Free State as a step towards the Cooperative Commonwealth, but it would be difficult, I think, to assume that Connolly would have been in favour of the “free-state” as it emerged after the Civil War. He was always strictly against partition. Ryan’s aim, however, is laudable as he sets out to “remove some of the mists which even yet obscure the real greatness of an outstanding figure of the twentieth century”, insinuating, no doubt, that Connolly was indeed revered as a leader of the Easter Rising, but his socialism ignored. He quite clearly states “James Connolly was a Marxian Socialist”.
 He was widely read in the literature of socialism.  “Connolly was”, Ryan states, “definitely Marxian, Separatist and Workers’ Republican”. He considers the period 1913-16 as one of a “matured philosophy and perfected methods”. He places special emphasis on Connolly’s ideas of industrial unionism which, he maintains, occupied his thoughts to the end. The biography which follows Connolly through his early years and labour activities, his experiences in the USA and the especially dramatic events of the 1913 Lockout and the Easter Rising are written to underline these theses. Each chapter contains excerpts from Connolly's writings which aptly illustrate his political stand. Ryan was rather over-optimistic in his assessment of the situation in Ireland after Connolly when he wrote, “He came before his time, but Ireland has moved nearer to his dream since he lived and died”.

In his biography “James Connolly the Forerunner”, published in 1946, R.M. Fox sets out, again, to correct the image of Connolly as national hero. He was the voice of the downtrodden; his part in the Easter Rising was the culmination of years of experience and activity in the labour movement. As Fox points out: “We cannot get a true picture of the man without realising that his enthusiasm for liberty embraced the claim of Ireland to National Freedom and the claim of Labour to a free social order”.
 Fox makes a poignant remark: whereas most of Connolly’s contemporaries in the international labour movement were concerned with issues of economic justice for workers, Connolly had a more complex task, for these issues were tied up with the fact that Ireland had been denied the elementary rights of freedom. Hence Connolly’s stand that socialism and nationalism in Ireland belong together. At the same time Fox also points to Connolly as ‘internationalist’. It was Connolly’s conviction, writes Fox, “that “National freedom would give the Irish people a chance to use their power to strengthen the forces of Labour and democracy abroad”.
 side by side with the national struggle for freedom in Ireland, there must also be an international struggle of the world’s workers to achieve a larger freedom.
In a chapter entitled “Connolly and modern Ireland” Fox sums up the situation in Ireland after Connolly’s death up to the 1940s. “It would be wrong”, he writes, “to assume that the Treaty struggle was fought out on any fundamental social issue. It is undeniable, that failure to take a stronger line prevented the labour movement from occupying a higher place in the growing independence movement”.
 Liam Mellows in the Treaty debate in the Dail advanced Connolly’s ideas of imperialist exploitation as a reason for rejecting the Treaty, but nowhere did these words fall on fertile soil. This is, by the way, clearly brought out by D. Greaves in his biography of Liam Mellows. Finally Fox refers to the lack of understanding among labour leaders of the significance of the Easter Rising and Connolly’s role. He refers in this instance to Lenin’s rejection of those who called the Easter Rising  a putsch.
Connolly’s private and public life is given by his daughter Nora Connolly-O’Brien in “James Connolly, Portrait of a Rebel Father”, first published in 1935. This is a moving portrait of Connolly as socialist leader and family man. Another Connolly daughter, Ina Connolly-Heron, published a personal account of the Connolly family’s fortunes and misfortunes in “Liberty” March-October 1966.
Another personal account of Connolly is given by Cathal O’Shannon, one who worked along with Connolly. These “Personal Memories of James Connolly” were reprinted in “Liberty” through May 1955. The first article was written while O’Shannon was interned in Reading Jail after the Rising, four months after Connolly’s execution, September 9, 1916. In it O’Shannon sets out to explain why Connolly the socialist should have taken up arms in Easter Week: “ On nothing throughout his whole life did he insist with greater strength and clarity than the identity of Irish political independence with industrial revolution and social freedom. To him these were not two but one and indivisible: they were his Republic and Commonwealth.”
 O’Shannon manages to convey to us the manner and style of Connolly’s public speeches. “From Connolly you got a cogent, coherent and reasoned statement of a case, presented in the clearest manner, illustrated by the most telling allusions, with the argument marshalled in the coldest and calmest fashion, yet warmed with the burning fire of sincerity and sympathy. He was the thinker as well as the man of action.”

Now we come to Desmond Greaves’s biography first published in 1961. I would like to begin with a question and hope to provide a few answers. How come that an English Marxist should write two outstanding books on 20th century Irish history? Firstly Greaves had personal connections with Ireland. His family came from the North of Ireland. They used to go on summer holidays to Newcastle Co. Down when Greaves and his sister were children. Secondly, there is a tradition within the Left in Britain of interest in Ireland and the national question. The English poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, then aged 19, wrote an “Address to the Irish people” which was published in Dublin 1812 on the question of Catholic emancipation and the repeal of the Act of Union. It begins with the words, “I am not an Irishman, yet I can feel for you. I hope there are none among you who will read this address with prejudice or levity, because it is made by an Englishman”. In somewhat emotional language he writes, “Ireland, thou emerald of the ocean…thou art the isle on whose green shores I have desired to see the standard of liberty erected, a flag of fire, a beacon at which the world shall light the torch of Freedom”.
Marx and Engels were both deeply interested in the Irish question. Engels, by the way lived with an Irish woman who supported the Fenian cause and Marx’s daughter Eleanor, married to Edward Aveling, was involved in the amnesty movement for Fenian prisoners. It was Marx’s mature opinion on the Irish question that the English working class could only emancipate itself by breaking the imperialist connection with Britain. One can also mention the English Marxist historian T.A.Jackson who wrote a seminal work “Ireland Her Own”, published in 1971. The book was edited by Desmond Greaves who once said “T.A. Jackson was the greatest Irishman to come out of England”.
 But Jackson was to Greaves’s disappointment rather an exception among the British Left at that time. Greaves was interested above all in the National Question and issues of colonialism and imperialism. His main drive was to convince British socialists to support the on-going struggle for Irish independence. In the 1970s he complained about the policy of the British Communist Party on the general national question which he described as “wretched”. “They are not interested”, he said,” in the Irish question, bless your heart, but in what will get members for their organisation”.
 Both “The Life and Times of James Connolly” and “Liam Mellows and the Irish Revolution” were written with this in mind. 

Originally Greaves had planned to write a history of the Irish revolution which he submitted to the left-wing publisher Lawrence and Wishart, but they said it was too long. Then, as Desmond Greaves puts it: “an inspiration came to me while walking across a bog in Scotland: divide it into two, making the first part the life of Connolly and the second part the life of Mellows. That was the origin of my Connolly biography.”
 Greaves regarded his biography on Mellows to be of greater maturity than the Connolly book. That is, of course, Greaves’ own opinion, but then the books are different in content and character. Commenting on the fact that the Connolly book was well received in Britain at the time of publication, whereas the Mellows biography was virtually ignored he says, “The Connolly book was socialism. That is safe enough. There is not the least prospect of socialism in our part of the world for the foreseeable future. But the Mellows book was nationalism. And that is dangerous and unwelcome to the powers-that-be in the era of transnational capital and the common market.”
In his research for his biography of Connolly Greaves unearthed an abundance of valuable material from contemporary papers and journals of the British and Irish labour movements of the time. He also had the advantage of being able to track down and record the recollections of many of Connolly’s colleagues in Scotland, England, Ireland and the USA who at that time were still alive. What he did not have at his disposal were the collected works of Connolly which are now available in publication by the late Donal Nevin. He also did not have access to most of Connolly’s correspondence and the minutes of the ISRP contained in the William O’Brien Collection in the National Library, available only after O’Brien’s death.
Greaves’s biography was written for a general reading public. It stands in the context of British left-wing historicism (such historians as T.A.Jackson, “Ireland Her Own”, E.P.Thompson, “The Making of the English Working Class”, Lesley Morton and Eric Hobsbawm.) It is Greaves’s aim not only to show the development of Connolly’s political thought, his untiring activities for socialism and the labour movement, but he presents all this against the background of the political and social developments of the times. His is, to quote Brendan Bradshaw an “empathetic approach”, what E.P.Thompson called the “social humanist approach”, i.e. the ability to listen or to tune in to people in the past without imposing a moralising tone from above. I find this is the interesting approach in Desmond Greaves’ “Life and Times…” Any ‘shortcomings’ in Connolly’s thought are, according to Greaves, to a large extent due to the situation of the socialist movements of Connolly’s time. The same is true concerning Connolly’s participation in the Easter Rising. It was influenced by the political development and social unrest in Europe caused by the 1st World War.
One point at the outset for which we are indebted to Greaves’s clearing up is  Connolly’s birthplace. Previous biographers refer to Connolly as an Ulsterman, born in Co. Monaghan. Greaves discovered that Connolly was born into an Irish immigrant family in the Cowgate, Edinburgh, on June 5, 1868. His first contact with Ireland apart from a brief stay there as a British soldier with the first battalion of the King’s Liverpool Regiment, was in 1896, at the age of 28, when he went to Dublin as paid organiser of the Dublin Socialist Club. Greaves gives much, often corrected, biographical detail which he mingles with Connolly’s political activities and with interesting information concerning the economic situation at the time. Thus in dealing with the period before 1896 we are given details about the situation in Britain generally, a period of industrial depression and agrarian crisis, the land question being of the utmost importance in Ireland. At the same time Greaves sums up the development of socialism in Scotland and Connolly’s early socialist activities there. He is at pains to point out that Connolly was familiar with developments in Ireland – the activities of the Land League, e.g., before settling there. Again the part of the biography dealing with the period of Connolly’s sojourn in the USA (1903-10) begins with a short survey of the development of American capitalism and the corresponding growth of labour organisations. A large ‘aristocracy of labour’, i.e. a privileged section of the working class, was reflected in the American Federation of Labor which had as its motto “trade unionism, pure and simple”, not politics. On the other hand the Socialist Labor Party, which had a large foreign-born immigrant membership, conducted a struggle for the principle of a distinct independent party of the working class, but, as Greaves writes, it was beset with absurd theoretical problems such as Lassalle’s idea of the “iron law of wages”, according to which, no matter what wage increases the worker won, he could never improve his condition because prices would catch up with him. These details make it easier for us to appreciate the difficulties which Connolly faced when trying to spread the ideas of socialism, whether in Scotland, Ireland or the USA. Another example: when Connolly arrived in Dublin in 1896 Greaves writes that Irish socialism was provincial, restricted to trade union politics, ignoring alike the national and agrarian questions, the latter two being the purview of the Nationalist Party. Thus it was no mean task for Connolly to establish an Irish Socialist Republican Party. So background information on the situation, whether economic or political, of the times is essential to Greaves to underline the problems that confronted Connolly, but also to reveal the various influences on the development of his political thought.
Greaves sees clearly a progression through three phases in Connolly’s thought. As he writes: “The first social-democratic, the second broadly syndicalist and the third foreshadowing some of the most modern concepts of scientific socialism”.
 The book can thus be divided into 3 parts corresponding to the three stages in Connolly’s political development. Before Connolly’s tour of the USA 1902-3 which ends the first phase Greaves sums up his political position. He quotes from Connolly’s own writing at the time. “The class struggle would lead to the working class seizing hold of political power
and using this power to transfer the ownership of the means of life… from individual to social or public ownership”.
 In other words the stress was on political action, emphasis on the importance of building up a working-class party and on the power of the vote. Commenting on this first phase of Connolly’s political career Greaves writes, “His failure to stir a lasting mass movement was due not to his own immaturity but to the immaturity of objective conditions. He was ahead of his time, not behind it. The ISRP was limited by the environment in which it grew”.

The second phase covering Connolly’s stay in the United States (1903-10) is dominated by his theory of industrial unionism brought about by his activities as organiser of the Industrial Workers of the World, popularly known as the Wobblies, founded in Chicago 1905. This was an organisation of the unskilled workers as answer to the growth of huge trusts. The emphasis is now on industrial struggle, the ‘one big union’ being the ‘embryo’ of the future government of the Republic of Labour. The political party now takes second place. As Connolly noted, “the struggle for the conquest of the political state of the capitalist class is not the battle, it is only the echo of the battle. The real battle is being fought out and will be fought out in the industrial field.”
 Greaves, as a Marxist, comments on Connolly’s position here. He did not distinguish between fully developed socialism and a transitional stage. He lacked, according to Greaves, the conception of the “dictatorship of the proletariat”, i.e. government of the people, and consequently of the role of the working-class party in achieving this. Connolly never fully relinquished his views on industrial unionism. They are reflected in the significant role he designated to the ITGWU in the period up to the Easter Rising.
In the last phase of his career (1910-16) Connolly emphasises the importance of both industrial and political action. According to Greaves his ‘syndicalism’ becomes slightly subdued, but the transition to socialism was still seen as economic pressure compelling political changes, rather than state power compelling economic changes. With the outbreak of war in 1914, however, Greaves considers that Connolly was moving towards a mature position in his political thought. He writes: “His mental picture was that of a democratic revolution to put an end to the imperialist war, in Irish conditions, taking a national form”.
 Connolly’s reference to the “first days of freedom” Greaves interprets as recalling Lenin’s approach in “Two Tactics”, i.e. the coming revolution in Ireland was to be a people’s revolution leading to a popular republic. But, he points out, Connolly was virtually alone in possession of this perspective. Greaves stresses that had Connolly been able to leave behind him a scientific socialist party it is possible that 1918-22 would have seen the completion of the struggle for Irish independence. 

Since the publication of Greaves’ biography further biographies have been published and also varuous articles on Connolly’s thought. There are a number of writers such as Owen Dudley Edwards who puts forward the ‘enlightened Catholic’ point of view and Manus O’Riordan who has done valuable research on Connolly, especially concerning Connolly and the USA.
There are also publications I would consider to be rather a regression. They are written from an anti-Marxist point of view, refuting Greaves’s standpoint and interpretation. In his biography, ”James Connolly”, published in 1973, the American writer, Samuel Levenson stresses his interest in the individual person rather than the working-class thinker. Thus he separates Connolly’s actions as an individual from his socialist thought. He attempts a psychological interpretation, seeing flaws in Connolly’s personality due to what he terms “psychological drives”.  In “James Connolly”, published in 1981 Ruth Dudley Edwards, while taking freely from Greaves’ book, writes that “his Stalinism makes his interpretations suspect”. She herself hardly adds anything of interest.
Then there are those who take an ultra-left stand when writing on Connolly’s political thought. In his book “James Connolly, a Political Biography”, 1988 Austen Morgan poses the question “Why a man who lived as a socialist…died an Irish nationalist”? Morgan works on the assumption that Connolly had feet in two very different movements: international socialism being alien to Ireland and ‘militant nationalism’ cancelling out the idea of internationalism. But this has already been refuted by D. Ryan and R.M.Fox. Morgan judges Connolly from the high chair of academia, or as Brendan Bradshaw aptly puts it, places him in the dock and conducts the case for the prosecution. He judges Connolly as not measuring up to something that he never aspired to be - a professional intellectual of the labour movement.
 Morgan’s interpretation fits in with a particular phenomenon in Irish historical scholarship since the 1930s which Brendan Bradshaw has termed ‘revisionism’, i.e. the seeking to ‘revise’ the Irish historical experience. He writes that this ‘revisionist’ approach is particularly apparent in the “iconoclastic assault” upon the “so-called apostolic succession of national heroes” depicting such figures as Tone, Davis, Pearse and Connolly “as politically inept and intellectually confused ideologues.”
 It is in fact the exact opposite position to Greaves’s ‘empathetic’ approach.
The German writer Helga Woggon in her book “Integrative Socialism and National Freedom: Politics and the History of Connolly’s Influence within a Situation of National or Colonial Dependence”(my translation), 1990, sees Connolly as making concessions to nationalism at the expense of socialism. With the aid of “hibernicised Marxism”, she writes, Connolly wanted to create a social revolutionary movement out of nothing and transform nationalism in a socialist manner”.

In an attempt to assess Connolly’s contribution to socialism and the national question the difficulty seems to lie in the point of approach. “Socialist republicanism” has often been overlooked when dealing with Connolly’s standpoint, for he understood socialism in Ireland as carrying on and developing the tradition of republicanism established by the United Irishmen. As he wrote in the “Workers’ Republic”: “A socialist republic is the application to agriculture and industry; to the farm, the field, the workshop, of the democratic principle of the republican ideal”.

There are some biographies which seriously contribute new material or deal with certain aspects in more detail. Carl Reeve’s and Ann Barton Reeve’s “James Connolly and the United States. The Road to the 1916 Rebellion, 1978 was reviewed by Desmond Greaves in the Irish Democrat, September 1979. Greaves writes: “The most important result of their inquiry is to uncover the great influence exercised by Connolly on the formative years of the American labour movement”. Greaves did much pioneering work concerning Connolly’s years in the USA. The Reeves give a detailed account of the socialist Daniel DeLeon’s fight against Connolly: the Socialist Labor Party versus the IWW which finally led to the split between both organisations in 1908. The Reeves make an interesting point on Connolly’s “scholarship”. He was, they write, “a highly accomplished, self-educated worker-intellectual”,
 what Antonio Gramsci called an “organic intellectual”. They quote some interesting words by William E. Bohn, one of the editors of the International Socialist Review and a college librarian. Strolling over the campus Connolly remarked to him: “I went to a university once.” “Did you?” asked Bohn surprised. “Yes”, said Connolly, “I carried cement.” In the university library they went to the section on Irish history. “This hod-carrier”, comments Bohn “ran his eye over the shelves, with the eye of a trained scholar. His commentary on authors, books and historical characters would be valuable to me now, if I were able to reproduce it. One volume after another he took down. With unerring memory, he turned to chapter and page, to point out something applicable to the argument we had been having…To one who had spent years trying to teach students to use books this man’s mastery was astounding”.

Another book, this time from Australia, by W.K. Anderson, “James Connolly and the Irish Left,” 1994, is particularly interesting in the last part as it analyses the Irish Left’s understanding of and reaction to Connolly’s political legacy. A clear conclusion which emerges from this study is that the Left in Ireland failed to sustain the revolutionary momentum which Connolly’s political and military initiatives had created during the years 1913-16. This is, of course, also Desmond Greaves’s point of view.

Donal Nevin’s 800-page biography “James Connolly. A Full Life” published in 2005 and subsidised by SIPTU has been constructed on three pillars: Connolly’s letters (over 200), his writings and Desmond Greaves’s biography. The late Donal Nevin, former secretary of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions brings Connolly to life through his own words in a way which no previous biographer had the opportunity of doing. Connolly’s letters form a quasi-autobiography: they throw light on aspects of his personality and temperament. Nevin does not make any assessments, but rather places before us various writers’ opinions on, for example, Connolly’s stand concerning religion and especially Catholicism. The second part of Nevin’s book contains recollections by people such as Louis Bennet, Robert Lynd, Cathal O’Shannon, Sean O’Casey and Desmond Ryan. Part 3 contains assessments on Connolly by various writers, not all of whom shared Connolly’s views, but none of whom would deny his significance as a thinker.

Finally I would like to draw attention to the latest biography on Connolly, published last year and written by Lorcan Collins, “James Connolly”. It is part of the O’Brien Press series of biographies of the 16 men executed following the Easter Rising. It is a very readable biography which makes good use of Connolly’s correspondence and the minutes of the ISRP. It could be read as an addition or supplement to Greaves’s biography. The emphasis is not on Connolly’s political thought. It is about Connolly the political activist and brings in personal notes on the Connolly family. In the appendices are two of Connolly’s songs of freedom, his long poem: The Legacy: The Dying Socialist to his Son, and the book contains some interesting photographs taken from the Kilmainham Gaol Collection and from the Irish National Museum.
In spite of the biographies and works on James Connolly’s political thought that have been published since “The Life and Times of James Connolly” there can be no doubt that Greaves’s biography is the classical work on Connolly and his role in socialism and the labour movement. 
In  his “Table Talk” Desmond Greaves outlines his own political creed concerning socialism and nationalism which is, basically, James Connolly’s point of view and which is the political message in “The Life and Times of James Connolly”. To quote Greaves: “The basis of true international cooperation is recognition of and respect for the independence of nations…National independence is the pre-requisite of socialism and indeed of every other ‘-ism’. For how can people get laws they want unless they have a state of their own with the power to legislate them.”
 This is a message that has even greater significance today, for not only does the Irish Revolution remain incomplete, but with membership in the EU Irish sovereignty itself is at stake.
I would like to end with a quotation from Lenin with which Desmond Greaves would, I am sure, agree. “The fusion of nations can only come about on a truly democratic basis, which would be impossible without the realization of self-determination”.
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