class
nationalist

“MS&@W”

ETER Beresford Ellis’ History
of the Irish working class

2 was originally published in
1972 and first republished by
Pluto in 1985. The arrival of a
new edition, like the end of the
IRA ceasefire, is a sharp reminder
of how little has really changed
within “the nationalist family.”

This book would be better
named “A nationalist history of
the Irish working class” (or, “A
history of the nationalist working
class in Ireland™). For the author,
the working class in Ireland is
simply those nationalists who
work. The preface to the 1985
edition states:

“The majority of the Irish
working class stands clearly
against Britairt’s colonial connec-
tion with the island but, in the
north, a section of the Ulster
working class, deliberately segre-
gated from their compatriots on
sectarian lines, enticed from their
roots by a century and a half of
propaganda, occufly @ unique
place as a force of reaction and
a stumbling block to social
progress. In Ireland today, as in
previous centuries, the main-
spring of socialism is the national
struggle” {my emphasis].

This is a picture of Ireland
and of its working class all too
common on the British left. In
fact, the work of Beresford Ellis
and co-thinker Desmond Greaves
can be seen as a sort of political
travel guide to Ireland for 1975-
1985 vintage British sociakists. In
a period when Ireland, and in par-
ticular the nationalist struggle,
was the testing ground for mili-
tants, “England’s Vietnam”, many
people took the new cause
célebre seriowsty enough to set
about doing some reading on the
matter. There is a lot to read. It is
a complex history, or, to he more
exact, set of histories. Busy revo-
utionaries were hungry for a
quick summary. That is what

Beresford Ellis provides, and it has
not been a proud or helpful con-
tribution.

A generation of socialists
have now been brought up ona
diet of myths about Ireland. The
national struggle is the main-
spring of socialism (and even
progressh), It is, first and fore-
most, an anti-imperialist struggle.
Its initial nationalist stage will spill
over into a broader socialist
revolt, draw in Southern workers
and even the best of the Protes-
tants. Yet the Protestant working
class are nething more than the
dupes and puppets of British rule,
and can only be an obstacle until
the inevitable nationalist victory.
This diet has produced a pofiti-
cally malnourished left, incapable
of thinking at all clearly about the
issues.

Despite dealing at length
with various aspects of the
national struggle, on which he
says very little that hasn't been
said hefore and said better in
orthodox nationalist histories,
Beresford Ellis makes a passing
reference to some “aspects of
working class history which
deserve more detail” but which
he didn't have time to deal with
properly. What are these aspects?
In his own words: “For example:
the branches of the First Interna-
tional in Ireland, the early history
of Irish trade unionism which
began in the latter part of the
18th century; the agrarian terror-
ist organisations of the I7th-18th
centuries and the Irish soviets of
1920-3.” We can tell almost as
much about his standpoint from
what he omits as from what he
includes. It isn't that all of these
aspects would be rich in exam-
ples which would challenge his
basic line, it is more that they
might get in the way of his linear
narrative account of more or [ess
inseparable nationalist and work-
ing class movements.

If it was a matter of time, 1
would suggest editing out the
rosy picture painted early in the
book of the egalitarian and co-
operative life that was to be had
in Celtic Ireland before the
“crushing slavery of the Anglo-
Norman feudal system.” This
section is mainfy a defence of
Connolly's attempt to establish
communism as a legitimate native
Irish creed. Connoily’s Labour in
frish History was concerned to
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“Gaelicise communism” as much
as to “communise Ireland.” It was
a valiant and understandable
impulse, all the more 50 in a Scot-
tish immigrant and ex-British
soldier constantly having to con-
froat allegations that socialism
was an alien influence peddled by
outsiders. It was, nevertheless,
history used selectively to deal
with problems of contemporary
political strategy.

To repeat and reinforee it
now, without even the justifica-
tion Connolly had, is to simply
rationzlise the surrender of so
many socialists to romantic Irish
nationalism, But that is part of the
author's purpose.

The emergence, resilience
and dynamic of Protestant work-
ing-class politics is one of the
central enigmas of Irish working
class history. There has been no
general history which unlocks it,
burt the kind of account served up
here simply doesn’t address the
prablem. Most of the time, Protes-
tants as a section of the class are
simply missing (“a unique force of
reaction™).

Occasionally, the narrative
forces the author to tread close to
some really important moments.
Connolly and Larkin, for exampie,
spent 4 lot of time in Belfast build-
ing a union and supporting a
strike movement. There were a
lot of Protestants in Belfast and
they were heavily involved in
these strikes. At the same time,
1910-14, Connolly and Larkin
were keen to organise labour
politically and were in the
process of establishing a labour
party.

Protestants were not at all
hostile to a political labour organi-
sation. They had labour leadess
such as William Walker, there had
recently been a significant split in
the Orange Order because of bit-
ter working-class opposition to
the Unionist bosses. The leader of
the Independent Orange Order,
Lindsay Crawford, shared plat-
forms with Connolly and Larkin
to ensure that the Orange card
was not used to divide the class
and defeat strikes.

Most of the major questions
which continue to dog the Irsh
workers' movement came up dur-
ing this period in Belfast in
intense form. Was a labour party
which united Protestants and
Catholics possible? Would it be an

Irish labour party or a section of
the newly established British
Labour Party? Could the strike
movements in the north, allied to
the titanic battles in the south, be
used to remould workers’ politics
on both sides, to create some-
thing independent of Green and
Orange boss politics?

Beresford Ellis has to
describe the ‘moments’ but he
never seriously addresses the
questions. For example, he
recounts an episode when
William Walker was trying to
ensure that Protestant workers
voted Labour and not Unionist in
a local election. Walker famously
declared that *Protestantism
means protesting against supersti-
tion, hence true Protestantism is
synonymous with labour.” Walker
was, in all sorts of respects, a dis-
reputable and confused character,
but here he was trying in a
smaller way to do what Connolly
was praised for doing with the
Gaelic Catholic tradition; con-
vince people that their cultural
identity and their class fecling
could be married to one another.
1 think they were both wrong, but
where Beresford Ellis praises Con-
nolly’s vision, he condemns
Walker for appealing to sectarian
instincts,

Real problems of class unity
are dissolved into a story of bad-
dies and goadices, in which
liberation for Protestant workers
is only possible when they aban.
don their own identity but adopt
the identity of the nationalist. For
Beresford Ellis the real tragedy is
not the final triumph of sectarian
and national politics at this crucial
period, it is the fact that Protes-
tant workers failed to see that
they were on the wrong side and
thus consigned themselves to an
historicat limbo, stuck between
nationalist heaven and Unionist
hell.

This is not, therefore, partic-
ularly useful as a history of the
working class, whose story is
viewed as a subplot of the much
more important history of the
“Irish people” and their national
war. The only reason for focusing
on the working class section of
that people would seem to be
that they are much the better
part, the fighters, the most
oppressed, the more progressive.
The bibliography is full of names
like Farrell, Devlin, McCann; the
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erican way

of justice

WO films currently on
T release deal with the Ameri-

can way of justice, The first,
Lone Siar, is a modern day west
ern-cum-nwurder mystery. It tells
the story of a Texas small-town,
sheriff, Sam Deeds (Chris
Cooper), who finds himself inves
tigating a 30 year old murder
with which his dead father, a for
mer shedff of the same town, is
connected. Deeds is forced to
reassess his relationship with his
father — in Deeds® words, “the
fucking legend™ — only to
uncover secrets destined to cause
him meore pain. Along the way
this film manages to evoke many
small episodes in the history of
America.

Lorne Star is a wonderful,
piece of cinema. Over 2¥ hours
vatrious American myths and leg-
ends are represented in the
characters and situations. These
are poked at and gently ques-
tioned. We see the histogical and
contemporary conflict berween
Texas and Mexico; the racial divi-
sions between whites and
Mexicans, and whites and blacks.
The film also reworks a central
theme of the western — how the
rule of the gun and saloon bar
justice sometimes over-rides “nor
mal” due process in the
bourgeois criminal justice sys-
tem.

Chris Cooper portrays his
character — a quiet, honest, man
whose face betrays the loss of his
life, of his father and his child-
hood sweetheart — with great
style.

A Time to Kifl gives a very
different interpretation of “the
rule of the gun” .

In a courtroom drama —
based on a John Grisham novel
— you would expect a conven-
tional Hollywood treatment: a
glaringly obvious miscarriage of
justice will be put right by the
handsome/beautifu, or perhaps
not so handsome/beautiful but
brilliant, advocate who will
“bend” the rules of the bourgeois
court, That message will be that
bourgeois justice does work,
despite its limitations. Truth will
prevail.

Not herel 4 Time to Kiil is

initiatly full of moral ambiguity. It
is deeply critical of American jus
tice and its operation in the
Southern States.

A black girl is raped and sav-
agely beaten by two rednecks.
Her father, stricken with grief
and anger, guns down his daugh-
ter's attackers. A young white
Southern lawyer is asked to
defend the father, who is up
against a racist judiciary which
will not allow a fair trial.

We want the father to have
a fair trial because we feel sympa-
thy for him. But, the film asks us,
perfectly reasonably, do we con-
done an “eye for an eye” killing?

From this point, the film
goes astray because this question
is not asked in a sober, cool-
headed way, It is given the
absolute maximum dramatic and
emotional underpinning. And so I
had to conclude: as entertain-
ment this movie is pretty good;
as socizl commentary it stinks.

This film says that in certain
circumstances victims are right to
take the law into their own
hands, that an “eye for an eye” is
justified. This is no rational way
to order the workd, Victims
should have a say in how crimes
against the person are treated,
but only in 2 general way,
because the balance of probabiliy
must be that their views will not
be dispassionate or, indeed, be
concerned fundamentally with
fustice.

A Time to Kill says if a black
person walks free from a racist
court, after committing pre-medi-
tated murder, that is 2 good
thing. That is not a recipe for
building an equal society, but one
where the oppressed begin to
aspire to the old privilege of their
old oppressors.

In the end A Time to Kilf
dished up its own version of the
usual Hollywood nonsense and
that left me feeling queasy. The
film says: despite some pretty
damn big limitations, bourgeois
justice does work, even for black
peaple, even in America, even in
the Southern States of America!
The hundreds of black men and
women mouldering in America’s
prisons and on death row know
that to be a load of old crap.

Helen Rate

roll calt of nationalist historians.
Those who challenge or question
that version of history, particu-
larly its understanding of class and
the Protestants (Bew, Patterson,
ete.), are nowhere mentioned, A
history may dispute or even dis-
miss these views, but not even to
have read them is absurd, Beres-
ford Ellis’ history is one that
assumes that it is the truth, that
allows for no serious doubts. In
that, as in many other ways, it has
the unmistakable stamp of
Catholicism.

I this book is useful, it is a5 a
case study of the history of the
Irish question dominant on the
teft in Britain. If we ace to chal-
tenge the strategy proposed by
that left, then we need to chal-
lenge their history.

Patrick Murphy
History of the Irish working class
by Peter Beresford lillis, Phito

Vindication

of a life

EXT YEAR is the 200th
N anniversary of the death of

Mary Wollstonecraft, She died
at 38, while giving birth to her
second daughter, only five years
after the publication of her most
famous work 4 Vindication of the
Rights of Woman, The infant girl
who lost her mother at birth was
also nammed Mary. She went on to
become a writer — the creator of
Frankenstein — and married the
poet Percy Shelley.
‘Wollstonecraft's first daughter,
Fanny, committed suicide at the
age of 22 years.

In Vindicaltion Frances Sher-
wood takes the facts of her
heroine’s life and weaves them
together with fictional day-to-day
events and feelings, describing rela-
tionships, bodies, emotions,
andscapes and incidents in imagi-
native and vivid detail. The
Wollstonecraft Sherwood creates
takes on an apparently mythical
stafure, yet, because she remains
profoundly human, she continu-
ously lets herself down,

Reading Vindication is an
incredible experience — once the
story is in your head, it's hard to
get it out. This is a novel of great
highs and terrible lows for the
reader. It is exhilarating, inspiring,
passionate, exciting and also, in
parts, gory, vulgar, horrifyingly
shocking and sad.

Mary's life was, of course, one

of great highs and fows, all of
which are here.

The highs and the thrills of of
this book are the many achieve-
ments of Mary's life, her feminism,
her intellectual abilities and her
strength to survive in spite of a bro-
ken heart and a battered spirit.

And the lows, the cruelities?
We see Mary's harsh childhoaod,
saved ondy by her relatdonship with
her friend Fanny; we read of Mary's
insecurities, sci-doubt and the sad-
ness of her losses; we see her
inadequacies as 2 mother and her
failings as a lover.

Mary is shipwrecked on the
way {0 Portugal to see her dearest
friend Fanny on her deathbedl, She
travels to France during the revolu-
tion, has 2 love affair with Gilbert,
the father of her first child Fanny,
and subsequently escapes from
Paris and the guilfotine. Mary is
later betrayed by Gilbert. This part
of the story left me feeling exhika-
rated, inspired, sad and depressed
all at once! And the forceful and
striking depiction of Mary’s stay in
the lunatic asylum, Bedlam, her
attempted suicide and depression
ieft me feeling impotent and nse-
less.

High emotion is relieved by
the many amusing scenes. Sher-
wood describes Mary's friendship
with the artist and poet William
Blake and his wife Catherine and
her first visit to the Blakes’
printshop and home in Lambeth,
Blake’s eccentricities — including
naturism and vegetarianism — pro-
vide plenty of scope for easy
amusement. But Sherwood's
description will have you laughing
out aloud — wherever you may be.
Sherwood’s Blake: is so wild you
will just have to find out more
about him. (For a passionate,
though not so amusing account of
Blake's life, Peter Ackroyd’s biogra-
phy Blake is well worth reading).

This novel will not change
your life, but it will enhznce it.
Vindication is not 2 “woman’s”
novel. If you happen to be a man,
don’t deprive yourself of 4 stormy
and thrilling adventure just
because the hero is a woman and a
feminist, Mary's philosopher hus-
band, William Godwin, wrote his
memoirs of Mary a few months
after her death. On reviewing the
memoirs, the bourgeois press
described Godwin as a pimp and
Mary as a whore. Their hateed of
Mary Wallstonecraft gives us just
the tiniest glimpse of the impact,
the subversiveness and the impor-
tance of her published works.

JIH Mountford
Vindication by Frances
Sherwood, Phoenix, 1994, £6,09
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