Assignment One: Easter Rising – Rebel Proclamation 

Ireland has witnessed a very violent and turbulent past. There have been many significant moments across Irish history that has led to the separation of Ireland into two separate countries. One such event was the Easter Rising of 1916. The Easter Rising: A History From Beginning to End publication states: “The Easter Rising changed the course of Irish history, even though it did not achieve immediate independence for the Irish”.[footnoteRef:1] The Eater Rising is one of the most important events in Irish history and therefore will be the focus of my first assignment. More specifically, this analysis will focus on the Easter Rising Rebel Proclamation. I will fully analyse the content of the document whilst focusing on certain key points, such as discussing the author of the document and their motives behind the publication. The location appearance of the document and its intended audience will also be examined. The year that the document was written will also be investigated as this is key to understanding the point of view of the author in regards to events happening during that era. The use of primary, secondary and online sources will be crucial to my analysis. They enable me to gain a deeper understanding of the document’s content and further my understanding.  [1:  Hourly History, Easter Rising: A History From Beginning to End (London: Hourly History, 2016), p. 3.] 


The Rebel Proclamation or the Proclamation of the Republic to give it its official title, was published and issued on the 24th of April 1916 in Dublin, Ireland. The Irish Citizen Army alongside the Irish Volunteers issued the document to the public. The purpose of the proclamation was to announce Ireland’s separation from the United Kingdom. This proclamation marked the beginning of the Easter Rising. The Easter Rising was an armed insurrection that occurred during Easter week in 1916. Despite its failure, it did lead to public support being increased for Irish independence and ultimately contributed to the future formation of the Republic of Ireland. Before analysing the document, it is important to examine the sequence of events that led to this course of action by the proclamations authors. The seeds of conflict were sowed as far back as the early nineteenth century with the introduction of the Acts of Union 1800. This act formally united the Kingdom of Ireland with Britain to officially form the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. The consequences of this unity resulted in the abolishment of the Irish Parliament which resulted in Ireland falling under London Rule. Ireland received representation in Parliament in Westminster. However, to many nationalist, their representation in Parliament was not enough. They also believed that many in London did not care for the issues in Ireland. The nationalists used the British government’s poor handling of the Great Irish Famine to prove this. British historian Linda Colley states that “[the famine] cut Ireland’s population from 8.5 million in 1846 to 6.5 million five years later”.[footnoteRef:2] Colley further notes that the government’s handling of the situation “called into question the degree to which Irishmen and women really were regarded as fellow subjects”.[footnoteRef:3] Colley argues that the British governments attitude to the Irish famine caused many Irish people to question the point of the union. The governments hesitant actions to help the people of Ireland aided in sowing the seeds of  future conflicts between Ireland and Britain.   [2:  Linda Colley, Acts of Union and Disunion (London: Profile Books, 2014), p. 12.]  [3:  Ibid.] 

The authors of the document were the rebellion groups the Irish Volunteers, the Irish Citizen Army and the Irish Republican Brotherhood. The Irish Republican Brotherhood were formed in 1858 in order to establish an independent democratic republic, this group had strong ties to the Fenian Brotherhood and later Clan na Gael in America. The Irish Volunteers were a Irish nationalists military group that were formed in 1913. This group was formed in direct response to the Ulster Volunteers (a unionist military group). Historian Michael Foy states that the primary aim of the Ulster Volunteers was to “Secure and maintain the rights and liberties common to the whole people of Ireland”.[footnoteRef:4] The nationalist would have immediately felt threatened and angry with the unionists forming this group, especially with the tense relationship between the two sides. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that the nationalists response was to form their own militia group. It is also worth noting the name difference, especially to those not familiar with the unionist-nationalist divide. By naming themselves the Irish Volunteers, the nationalists are insinuating that they represent and defend the rights of the majority of the country an not just one specific region. By naming themselves the Ulster Volunteers, some would believe they only represent the people of that region alone. The Irish Citizen Army was established in 1913. It was formed by Jack White, James Connolly and James Larkin. These men united trade union volunteers that hailed from the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union, into a small paramilitary group. This group would play a part in the Easter Rising. The interference of Britain in Ireland was instrumental in the formation of these rebellion groups. Many people felt that Ireland were lacking adequate political representation in the British Parliament. This sentiment, alongside Colley’s argument, was the catalyst for opposition groups being formed.  [4:  Michael Foy, The Easter Rising (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 2004), p. 7.] 

The document was produced out of frustration by these groups towards the British government. Throughout the nineteenth century, the nationalists had been tirelessly campaigning for Home Rule in Ireland within the United Kingdom. However, the unionists opposed this idea. The mostly Protestant unionists did not want to be ruled over by a mostly Catholic-Irish provisional government. Despite unionist opposition, Irish Parliamentary Party leader Charles Stewart Parnell introduced the First Home Rule Bill into the British Parliament in 1886. Despite its introduction, the bill was defeated and Home Rule escaped Ireland. Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone did not give up on it however. In 1893, Gladstone introduced the Second Home Rule Bill. The bill got one step further on this occasion. The Victorian Periodicals Review states that “Gladstone was re-elected on a Home Rule platform; his Bill was passed by the Commons only to be rejected by the Lords in 1893”.[footnoteRef:5] This journal article also notes that “As time passes, little dialogue or exchange of ideas about Home Rule occurred”.[footnoteRef:6] This defeat was of particular devastation to Gladstone and the Irish nationalists. For Gladstone, there came a crisis of authority in Parliament. Ann Parry states that “Gladstone’s pursuit of his Irish policy produced a transformation within the two major political parties. Groups formerly in opposition to  one another came together under the Tory umbrella”.[footnoteRef:7] These extracts demonstrates the impact that these Bills had on the government. Despite them not going through, it caused a fractious relationship within Britain’s political parties. For Irish nationalists, they would have to wait until 1912 for a Third Home Rule Bill to be introduced by Prime Minister H. H. Asquith. However, with the outbreak of the First World War, Irish Home Rule was deferred for one year with the Suspensory Act. It was also ordered that the act would suspended for six months as along as the war continued.  [5:  Ann Parry, 'The Home Rule Crisis and the 'Liberal' Periodicals 1886-1895: Three Case Studies', Victorian Periodicals Review, 22.1, (1989), p. 18.]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Ibid.] 

Many Irish nationalists believed that Britain were continually breaking their promise of implementing Home Rule whilst using the war as an excuse deny Ireland their right to self-govern. After losing patience with the government, the Proclamation of the Republic was written in 1916. Seven signatories appeared on the document: Thomas J. Clarke, Sean Mac Diarmada, Thomas MacDonagh, P. H. Pearse, Eamonn Ceannt, James Connolly, and Joseph Plunkett. The timing of when this document was written is particularly interesting. The document surfaced on the 24th of April 1916. This was written at a time when Britain and Ireland were in the middle of fighting the First World War. With Britain fully distracted by the war, the signatories saw this as the ideal opportunity to publish this proclamation announcing Ireland’s separation from Britain. Historian Emma Savage notes that this lead to a new phrase being coined by the Irish Volunteers. She States that “now that Britain was preoccupied with the war, and the phrase ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’, became a slogan that was to forever be inextricably linked with the Irish Volunteers”.[footnoteRef:8] This shows that Britain’s heavy participation in the war was an opportunity the Irish nationalists could not pass up. They believed that Britain was in a weakened state and believed this was their greatest opportunity to finally break away from the United Kingdom to form their own republic.  [8:  Emma Savage, The 1916 Easter Rising (2021) <https://www.thehistorypress.co.uk/articles/the-1916-easter-rising/> [accessed 22 May 2021].] 

Where the rebels decided to distribute the document was crucial. They knew that they needed a location where they could reach as many people as possible. The Irish Volunteers and Irish Citizen Army decided to station themselves outside the General Post Office on modern day O’Connell Street in Dublin. It was at this location that they read the proclamation. This would have been the ideal location to do this. O’Connell Street (then Sackville Street) was Dublin’s main thoroughfare at the time. Therefore, by setting up here, they would ensured they would have had maximum foot traffic and would be able to quickly spread the words of the proclamation. They wanted to ensure that as many people of Ireland heard about this momentous moment, that they were taking charge and freeing Ireland from the shackles of London Rule. It can also be argued that they wanted word of this to reach Britain, to demonstrate they were tried of waiting for Home Rule to be implemented and that they would be taking matters into their own hands. 
The certain aspects of the proclamation caused controversy. One such extract references “our gallant allies in Europe”.[footnoteRef:9] This part of the proclamation was very controversial. This line is construed as a reference to the German Empire. It is believed that the rebels were supplied with arms by the German Empire prior to the uprising. This part of the proclamation in particular caused uproar in Britain. With Britain at war with Germany, this was considered to be treason by the British government. However, James Connolly had made it clear the previous year that the Irish movement “Served neither King nor Kaiser – btu Ireland”. [footnoteRef:10] Nevertheless, the British military were insistent on executing as many rebel as possible following the failed rising. This is an action that Asquith and his successor David Lloyd George would regret, as it made people more sympathetic to the Irish’s fight for independence.[footnoteRef:11] There are a certain aspects of the proclamation that demonstrate that this document was ahead of its time and written by forward thinking individuals. The title of the document alone, “Provisional Government of the Irish Republic”[footnoteRef:12] demonstrates this. This was at a period of time when kings and emperors ruled Europe. Many Irish people emigrated to the United States of America in the nineteenth century to escape the famine. Therefore, it is likely many would have taken inspiration from the lessons of American politics and history, and decided a republic would be a wiser choice than forming a new kingdom. Another part of the proclamation states: “The establishment of a permanent National Government, representative of the whole people of Ireland and elected by the suffrages of all her men and women”.[footnoteRef:13] Had the rebels been successful in their cause, this would have proved to be a landmark moment across Europe. When this document was written, many women in other European countries were not allowed to vote, with the exception of Sweden. This could have had a great impact on the suffrage of women in Europe had the rebels succeeded. This demonstrates that the authors were truly thinking of equality and rights of all the Irish people. This is further underlined earlier in the proclamation by stating: “The Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens … cherishing all of the children of the nation equally”.[footnoteRef:14] In writing, it appears that equality was at the heart of this proclamation. The authors continually reference that of all Ireland’s peoples would be given the same rights. Whether the rebels would have been able to successfully implement is another issue, given the attitudes held towards the rights of women at the time. The proclamation also references Britain’s forceful taking of the country and states the Irish people never lost their appetite for freedom.[footnoteRef:15] Ireland’s past attempts to gain independence is also referenced. It notes: “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”.[footnoteRef:16] By referencing the past, the authors are highlighting the fight their forefathers fought in the name of Irish independence. Also they are aware that an armed insurrection is required to sustain their independent movement. Therefore they have highlighted that this will be a continuation of the six previous armed conflicts the Irish have partaken in, in order to gain independence.  [9:  The Irish Volunteers, 1916 Proclamation (2008) <http://www.firstdail.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/1916proclamation.pdf> [accessed 22 May 2021].]  [10:  Donal Fallon, Putting our ‘gallant allies’ back in the picture (2016) <https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/1916/rising-perspectives/putting-our-gallant-allies-back-in-the-picture-34545301.html> [accessed 22 May 2021].]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Irish Volunteers, 1916 Proclamation.]  [13:  Ibid. ]  [14:  Ibid. ]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid.] 


In conclusion, the publication of this proclamation is a landmark moment in Irish history. The importance of the tireless campaign from Parnell and Gladstone to introduce Home Rule cannot be forgotten. The planning of the reveal of this proclamation was a clever move by the authors. Striking when Britain was in the midst of the war would have seemed like a masterstroke. Furthermore, to distribute it on one of Dublin’s busiest locations in order to reach their intended audience quicker was a strong move by the rebels. Although the subsequent Easter Rising was ultimately a failure, the legacy of this proclamation lives on. This document and its forward thinking views helped shaped what would become the modern-day Irish Republic. The Easter Rising demonstrated just how strongly the nationalists felt about Irish independence. Many were willing to die for this cause, and many did. Perhaps if the British government had shown more compassion and understanding during Ireland’s worse struggles; such as the famine, then perhaps a better relationship could have existed between the two. Instead, their lack of compassion and action led to the seeds of future conflicts being sowed. 
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