
Our Duty in this Crisis  

by James Connolly, (The Irish Worker, 8 August 1914) 

What should be the attitude of the working-class democracy of Ireland in face of the 
present crisis? I wish to emphasise the fact that the question is addressed to the 
‘working-class democracy’, because I believe that it would be worse than foolish – it 
would be a crime against all our hopes and aspirations – to take counsel in this 
matter from any other source. 

Mr John E. Redmond has just earned the plaudits of all the bitterest enemies of 
Ireland and slanderers of the Irish race by declaring in the name of Ireland that the 
British Government can now safely withdraw all its garrisons from Ireland, and that 
the Irish slaves will guarantee to protect the Irish estate of England until their masters 
come back to take possession – a statement that announces to all the world that 
Ireland has at last accepted as permanent this status of a British province. Surely no 
inspiration can be sought from that source. 

The advanced Nationalists have neither a policy nor a leader. During the Russian 
Revolution such of their Press as existed in and out of Ireland, as well as all their 
spokesmen, orators and writers vied with each other in laudation of Russia and 
vilification of all the Russian enemies of Czardom. It was freely asserted that Russia 
was the natural enemy of England; that the heroic revolutionalists were in the pay of 
the English Government, and that every true Irish patriot ought to pray for the 
success of the armies of the Czar. Now, as I, amongst other Irish Socialists predicted 
all along, when the exigencies of diplomacy makes it suitable, the Russian bear and 
the English lion are hunting together, and every victory for the Czar’s Cossacks is a 
victory for the paymasters of those Scottish Borderers who, but the other day, 
murdered the people of Dublin in cold blood. Surely the childish intellects that 
conceived of the pro-Russian Campaign of nine years ago cannot give us light and 
leading in any campaign for freedom from the British allies of Russia to-day? It is well 
to remember also that in this connection since 1909 the enthusiasm for the Russians 
was replaced in the same quarter by as blatant a propaganda in favour of the 
German War Lord. But since the guns did begin to speak in reality this propaganda 
has died out in whispers, whilst without a protest, the manhood of Ireland was 
pledged to armed warfare against the very power our advanced Nationalist friends 
have wasted so much good ink in acclaiming. 

Of late sections of the advanced Nationalist Press have lent themselves to a 
desperate effort to misrepresent the position of the Carsonites, and to claim for them 
the admiration of Irish Nationalists on the grounds that these Carsonites were 
fearless Irishmen who had refused to take dictation from England. A more devilishly 
mischievous and lying doctrine was never preached in Ireland. The Carsonite position 
is indeed plain – so plain that nothing but sheer perversity of purpose can 
misunderstand it, or cloak it with a resemblance to Irish patriotism. The Carsonites 



say that their fathers were planted in this country to assist in keeping the natives 
down in subjection that this country might be held for England. That this was God’s 
will because the Catholic Irish were not fit for the responsibilities and powers of free 
men, and that they are not fit for the exercise of these responsibilities and powers till 
this day. Therefore, say the Carsonites, we have kept our side of the bargain; we have 
refused to admit the Catholics to power and responsibility; we have maimed the 
government of this country for England, we propose to continue to do so, and rather 
than admit that these Catholics – these ‘mickies and teagues’ – are our equals, we 
will fight, in the hope that our fighting will cause the English people to revolt against 
their Government and re-establish us in our historic position as an English colony in 
Ireland, superior to, and unhampered by, the political institutions of the Irish natives. 

How this can be represented as the case of Irishmen refusing to take dictation from 
England passeth all comprehension. It is rather the case of a community in Poland 
after 250 years’ colonisation still refusing to adopt the title of natives, and obstinately 
clinging to the position and privileges of a dominant colony. Their programme is 
summed up in the expression which forms the dominant note of all their speeches, 
sermons, and literature –  

‘We are loyal British subjects. We hold this country for England. England 
cannot desert us.’ 

What light or leading then can Ireland get from the hysterical patriots who so 
egregiously misrepresent this fierce contempt for Ireland as something that ought to 
win the esteem of Irishmen?  

What ought to be the attitude of the working class democracy of Ireland in face of 
the present crisis? 

In the first place, then, we ought to clear our minds of all the political cant which 
would tell us that we have either ‘natural enemies’ or ‘natural allies’ in any of the 
powers now warring. When it is said that we ought to unite to protect our shores 
against the ‘foreign enemy’, I confess to be unable to follow that line of reasoning, as 
I know of no foreign enemy of this country except the British Government and know 
that it is not the British Government that is meant. 

In the second place we ought to seriously consider that the evil effects of this war 
upon Ireland will be simply incalculable, that it will cause untold suffering and misery 
amongst the people and that as this misery and suffering has been brought upon us 
because of our enforced partisanship with a nation whose government never 
consulted us in the matter we are therefore perfectly at liberty morally to make any 
bargain we may see fit, or that may present itself in the course of events. 

Should a German army land in Ireland tomorrow we should be perfectly justified in 
joining it if by so doing we could rid this country once and for all from its connection 
with the Brigand Empire that drags us unwillingly into this war. 



Should the working class of Europe rather than slaughter each other for the benefit 
of kings and financiers, proceed tomorrow to erect barricades all over Europe, to 
break up bridges and destroy the transport service that war might be abolished, we 
should be perfectly justified in following such a glorious example and contributing 
our aid to the final dethronement of the vulture classes that rule and rob the world. 

But pending either of these consummations it is our manifest duty to take all 
possible action to save the poor from the horrors this war has in store.  

Let it be remembered that there is no natural scarcity of food in Ireland. Ireland is an 
agricultural country, and can normally feed all her people under any sane system of 
things. But prices are going up in England, and hence there will be an immense 
demand for Irish produce. To meet that demand all nerves will be strained on this 
side, the food that ought to feed the people of Ireland will be sent out of Ireland in 
greater quantities than ever, and famine prices will come in Ireland to be immediately 
followed by famine itself. Ireland will starve, or rather the townspeople of Ireland will 
starve that the British army and navy and jingoes may be fed. Remember the Irish 
farmer like all other farmers will benefit by the high prices of the war, but these high 
prices will mean starvation to the labourers in the towns. But without these labourers 
the farmers’ produce cannot leave Ireland without the help of a garrison that England 
cannot now spare. We must consider at once whether it will not be our duty to refuse 
to allow agricultural produce to leave Ireland until provision is made for the Irish 
working class. 

Let us not shrink from the consequences. This may mean more than a transport 
strike, it may mean armed battling in the streets to keep in this country the food for 
our people. But whatever it may mean it must not be shrank from. It is the 
immediately feasible policy of the Working Class Democracy, the answer to all the 
weaklings who in this crisis of our country’s history stand helpless and bewildered 
crying for guidance, when they are not hastening to betray her. 

Starting thus Ireland may yet set the torch to a European conflagration that will not 
burn out until the last throne and the last capitalist bond and debenture will be 
shrivelled on the funeral pyre of the last war lord. 

 


