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The Proclamation of the Irish Republic was a declaration of independence issued by members of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, the Irish Volunteers, and the Irish Citizen Army at the beginning of the Easter Rising. It was read by Patrick Pearse outside the General Post Office (GPO) in Dublin on Easter Monday, 1916. The rebels occupying Dublins Post Office sang , ‘A Solidiers Song’, this powerful song created some years before called on the ‘Sons of Gael’ to rally against the ‘Saxon foe’. Irish Nationalism had come to the fore and this song was used as Irelands national anthem in 1922. This rising was a rebellion against the British rule in Ireland and although it is considered a failure it ignited passions and Irish nationalism which the British failed to address in the years subsequent to the rebellion. The execution of the risings ring leaders dramatically swung public opinion which retroactively sanctified the Proclamation and its authors and created martyrs that lives on in the Irish conscience today. What was initially considered a strategic failure in all its objectives would become a social memory that would propel the Irish question onto the world stage and unify a divided nation to a common cause.
"a dead Fenian is more dangerous than a live one" - John Devoy, a prominent Irish revolutionary and journalist, Boston 1870s
This short essay I will look at the legitimacy and authority of the proclamation and why it was produced. The document analysis includes the purpose of the document and its audience while I connect the dots from the past and future of this pivotal event in modern Anglo-Irish relations.
The Proclamation emerged during a critical juncture in Irish history. At the time of its publication, Ireland was still a constitutional part of the United Kingdom, although there had long been nationalist pressure for autonomy. The Third Home Rule Bill had passed in 1914 but was suspended due to the outbreak of World War I. Nationalist sentiment had been largely channelled through the constitutional Irish Parliamentary Party, led by John Redmond, which supported Britain’s war effort on the promise of future Home Rule.
 The Easter Rising disrupted this constitutional path. It was orchestrated by a secretive revolutionary elite within the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), the Irish Volunteers, and the Irish Citizen Army. The signatories—Patrick Pearse, James Connolly, Thomas Clarke, Seán Mac Diarmada, Thomas MacDonagh, Éamonn Ceannt, and Joseph Plunkett—claimed to speak for the Irish people despite lacking democratic mandate. Their decision to act came despite the cancellation of wider Volunteer mobilisation by Eoin MacNeill and the loss of a German arms shipment. As such, the Proclamation was authored and issued by a minority, reliant on revolutionary authority rather than popular legitimacy. The fact that they still went ahead with the rebellion with little support and failures in organisation begs the question what were they hoping to achieve? History will confirm that while it failed the leadership achieved more that they could have hoped for upon their deaths.

The document is a highly charged and emotive text while short it is full of ideological and emotive language. The opening title of the statement would have sparked interest from the population due to its provocative nature and the use of the Gaelic language. ‘Poblacht Na Heireann, The Provisional Government of the Irish Republic to the people of Ireland’. This statement sets the tone for the entire document as this proclamation by the seven signatories had no actual official government mandate or constitutional power for that matter to declare a republic on behalf of the Irish people. Interestingly at this point in time the majority of Irelands population were in fact against violent rebellion and supported constitutional nationalism. This very proclamation in the eyes of the British and many Irish nationalists was entirely illegitimate by existing constitutional standards, but this did not stop the signatories of the statement as they claimed legitimacy based on revolutionary principles. The statement, "We have the right to act in defiance of law because the law itself is oppressive and unrepresentative", although was not attributed to any of the signatories the phrase is a common sentiment in discussions about civil disobedience and resistance to unjust laws and is essential to the central philosophy of civil disobedience. This proclamation was essentially a call to arms against the injustices that they perceived were conducted by the British government. Although clearly lacking in democratic legitimacy the document essentially positions itself as a founding charter of a legitimate state.
The document plays to several key points which are not unique to Ireland but are common themes of national movements around the world. The proclamation draws on national sovereignty, "Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom." This is seen as a right to nationhood and draws on past rebellions against British rule most notably the rebellions of 1798, 1803, 1848 and 1867 which show a history of physical force against British rule. Another key point which is raised is the use of religious rhetoric, "In the name of God and of the dead generations..." This also links the past uprisings to the people in 1916 calling them to not forget the sacrifices that already have been made. This statement attempts to invoke the will of the Irish people although it was not supported by a consensus it suggests the Proclamation was an attempt at acclamation by adoration, something the Catholic church is familiar with. In this case the rising did not have the adoration of the majority of the public but this seems to have been achieved with the deaths of the ring readers. If the British didn't execute the leaders and chose a different path I believe we would have a very different 20th Century in terms of Anglo-Irish relations.

One of the most interesting themes that are mentioned in the document is the guarantee of equality for all citizens men and women, quite a visionary statement and a departure away from the very male centric British political documents of the time.
"The Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens...", "Irishmen and Irishwomen..."
While this was being read out it seems a little contradictory as while women were present during the uprising the 3rd Battalion: de Valera refused to have any females within its ranks also showing that not all signatories may have been on the same page entirely.
We can see the influence of James Connollys in these statements and his social undertones, particularly, ‘cherishing all of the children of the nation equally’. These are very progressive for this period, but it was hoped it would unite all the people from all classes, sexes and Industries something that the British were contesting with during this period. The documents repeated use of repetition, “We declare...” and “We’ place...” reflect the need to unite all under the cause. The Proclamation attempts to unite all Irish men and women something that can be attributed to the huge differences in ‘man power’ between the two nations, alienating the female half of Ireland would have been a huge mistake considering the resources available to the British when contesting the proclamation.
Another key statement within the document is the appeal to the international Irish community particularly the American Irish population of the east coast of the United States. "Supported by her exiled children in America..." During the great Irish famine of 1845-52 when over two million Irish people immigrated in one of history's greatest exoduses of people from an Island. Tapping into the Irish dysphoria abroad was essentially an appeal for material and moral support for this undertaking and if we look at the rise in anti-colonial sentiments at the time helped garner support from America especially considering their history with the British empire as well gains sympathy. These statements tie into the struggle against colonial oppression something which many nations prior and after this declaration had sought through political and popular rebellions. "She has never ceased to desire national freedom..."
The leaders of the rising seemed to have chosen the date of the proclamation very deliberately, the most powerful symbolic reason being Easter being a symbol of resurrection, national rebirth? Patrick Pearse, who wrote much of the Proclamation was deeply influenced by Christian martyrdom and we can see the link to Christ’s sacrifice to Ireland’s suffering under British rule; Something that would be prominent after they were executed. Pearse believed that a ‘Blood sacrifice’ was necessary to awaken the nation and he was proved right with the sacrifice of his own blood. The religious tone within the document attempts to cast the rebellion in mythic even redemptive terms where Ireland would rise from the ashes. Not only was the date deliberate due to religious connotations but if we look at the wider world at the time Britian was very much preoccupied with World War 1. This would be the most strategic time to strike at the British and was seen as a rare opportunity to enable the best chances of success. The leaders failed in this respect as over 200,000 Irish men volunteered to fight Germany for the British something that rattled large proportions of the Irish public at the time.

The tone and style are comparable to similar documents, i.e. American Declaration of Independence which is also very aspirational and filled with very idealistic rhetoric. While the American Declaration has similar language, religious and emotive it is far larger and more structured something that is clearly missing from the Irish proclamation. It seems to lack the logical, legalistic and evidence-based document produced by the Americans and relies heavily on emotion, nationalism and more specifically sacrifice. The document has an almost poetic touch which seems to have been a hallmark of Pearse’s writings, throughout, ‘In this supreme hour the Irish nation must, by its valour and discipline, and by the readiness of its children to sacrifice themselves for the common good, prove itself worthy of the august destiny to which it is called’. The proclamation lacks the authority in law as none of the signatories were elected individuals unlike the American declaration and this seems to be the biggest sticking point for the British and Irish who supported a less violent way forward. While the proclamation is a clear call for national insurrection and resurrection unlike the American declaration which can be seen as a more rational call for Independance.
The proclamation balances defiant passages with conciliatory statements offering inclusion and freedoms while clearly announcing the start of an armed rebellion which potentially had the capability of claiming thousands of lives in the name of an unpopular rising. It plays heavily with not only the past but the future, linking past rebellions and the future destiny of the Irish nation.
‘In every generation the Irish people have asserted their right to national freedom and sovereignty; six times during the past three hundred years they have asserted it in arms.’
While the proclamation is shorter than many similar documents it is full of ideological content and the opening sentence is a good example,
“In the name of God and of the dead generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.”
The use of God gives them a divine mandate and uniting not only all of the people at the time but including the “dead generation” from past rebellions aswell. These religious overtones specifically focus on sacrifice and the need to shed blood as a necessary means of national service although the document doesn't mention this directly. This emphasis on martyrdom does connects the past in Christian terms but is also a bit of a contradiction as it links the national cause to violence and suffering while the teaching of Christ was opposed to violence in all its forms. Now while the proclamation doesn't specifically mention the need to spill blood, Pearse’s well known beliefs for a ‘Blood sacrifice’ can be read between the lines, and this line of thought definitively set a precedent for later Irish militant nationalism. This theme of ‘Dying for Ireland’ is a very central theme but has hindered a more pragmatic, political and peaceful road to peace.
Conclusion
The Proclomation today is a national icon, and copies are on display in museums around the world as well as in Irish schools and pubs. The text has done more for Irish nationalism than any previous one before it while it has taken inspiration from previous proclamations it stands out on its own due to its poetic nationalism. It may not have inspired the Irish people at the time of its conception and release but its vision of an independent Ireland free from tyrannical British rule as most certainly inspired generations of Irish men and women as well as national movements around the world. The startling reality of the document is that it was very much a product of its time and it had the foresight to unite future generations of Ireland. The contradictory nature of the proclamation and the rising itself being visionary and undemocratic, idealistic and violent hasn't reduced its impact and it can rightly so be seen as a critical document for nations struggle for self-determination.
By Matthew Simpson
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