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Write a 2500-word commentary on a primary source document related to Ireland between 1880 – 1997.	
This essay will offer an analysis of the document known as Poblacht Na H Eireann, the ‘Proclamation of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic to the People of Ireland’, a document intended to incite the people of Ireland to rise in rebellion and claim independence by force. The rebellion was not popular among the Irish populace not least because of the civilian deaths that ensued, as well as the destruction visited on the city of Dublin. Add to this the fact that many Irish soldiers were fighting in the trenches for the British Army at this time, so anti-British sentiments were perhaps not at their strongest, as the two nations of Britain and Ireland were united against a common enemy. The rebellion was ultimately a failure, resulting in the execution of the seven signatories. This essay will discuss the document, and where appropriate contrast it with a document from 1911: The ‘Declaration Against Home Rule’ produced during a meeting of southern Unionists in Dublin on 10th October 1911.
The Proclamation was read aloud in front of the General Post Office in Dublin at 12.45pm on Easter Monday, 24th April 1916, and marked the start of the doomed Easter Rising. The Rising had been planned by the Irish Republican Brotherhood, a long-established revolutionary organisation within the Irish Volunteers. In 1915, the IRB established a Military Council whose directive was to plan the 1916 rebellion; a reaction to the suspension of the Home Rule bill originally passed in 1914 but suspended due to the outbreak of the First World War. The IRB felt that Home Rule did not offer enough autonomy and instead sought complete independence for Ireland. The Council members were Thomas J. Clarke, Pádraig Pearse, Seán MacDiarmada, Joseph Plunkett and Éammon Ceant. James Connolly  (Irish Citizen Army) and Thomas MacDonagh (Irish Volunteers) joined the Council later in January 1916, and these seven became the signatories of the document.
	Pádraig Pearse read the Proclamation on the day of the Rising. Pearse was born in Dublin in 1879, the son of an English father and an Irish mother. After graduating from the Royal University, he became a barrister, but was also well-known as a writer, poet, and public speaker. Between 1909 and 1912, Pearse became increasingly interested in politics, and by 1913 had become disillusioned regarding British rule over Ireland. By the outbreak of WW1, Pearse had taken an extreme political stance, wanting nothing short of full Irish independence, rather than the limited autonomy the suspended 1914 Home Rule Bill offered. The creation of the Proclamation represented one of the final actions taken by the IRB Military Council. It was decided on the 23rd of April 1916, that the document would be read to the general public outside Dublin’s GPO on Sackville Street, a building that would be claimed as the General Headquarters by the rebels on the morning of the Rising. It was decided that Pearse should act as spokesman as he possessed such impressive talents as an orator. At 12.45 that day, accompanied by an armed guard, Pearse stood on the steps of the GPO and read aloud the Proclamation of the Irish Republic. The document outlined the plans and hopes of the revolutionaries, and its primary function was to announce that an independent Irish Republic had been created, and moreover, already firmly established, and that the seven signatories were acting as a Provisional Government to attend to the affairs of the country until a permanent Parliament could be installed. 
	The outbreak of the First World War presented the revolutionaries with an ideal opportunity to further their aims, as the majority of British Military forces were occupied overseas. Indeed, the IRB held firm the belief that ‘England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity’.[footnoteRef:1] The rebel cause benefitted as the war in Europe progressed, as Irish support for the war had begun to diminish from 1915: ‘The disastrous Gallipoli landings … witnessed the decimation of Irish units in the British Army, including the Dublin and Muster Fusiliers and the 10th (Irish) Division.’[footnoteRef:2] There was a general consensus among the Irish population that the lives of their soldiers had been sacrificed and their heroism unrecognised. In addition to this, the country was still reeling from the suspension of the 1914 Home Rule bill that would have granted Ireland limited political autonomy, as well as the influx of anti-Home Rule Unionists to cabinet in May 1915; thoughts of rebellion, therefore, were hardly surprising. The Proclamation it seems, sought to fuel the fire of unrest among the Irish population regardless of political or religious affiliations. Indeed, Pearse later remarked that although he knew the Rising was doomed to failure, he believed that the action would stoke the fires of rebellion among the populace. [1:  Conor Mulvagh, What Caused Ireland’s Easter Rising? (2016), https://www.ucd.ie [accessed 06 March 2022]]  [2:  Ibid. ] 

	Moving on, the contents of the Proclamation will now be analysed, along with excerpts from the 1911 Declaration Against Home Rule for contrast, to highlight the differences in political opinion. The prose of the Proclamation is eloquent and emotive, no doubt benefitting from the literary talents of Pearse. It begins as follows:
	Irishmen and Irishwomen: In the name of God and of the dead generations from 	which she receives her old traditions of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons 	her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid.] 

At the outset, the speech is aimed at all people of Ireland rather than just the Catholic majority. It also establishes Ireland as a Mother figure to the nation by using the pronouns ‘she’ and ‘her’ and referring to the Irish as her ‘children’ calling them to protect her. What son or daughter would not rush to protect their mother? The reference to the ‘dead generations’ is perhaps a call to remember the trials of those who had gone before in earlier bids for political and religious freedom, and to honour their sacrifices by rising to rebellion. The paragraph strikes at the heart of nationalist pride and identity. It also suggests that Ireland is calling to her children directly through the seven signatories. In the 1911 Declaration Against Home Rule, there is a comparative statement: 
We, Irishmen belonging to the three southern provinces, being of all creeds and 	classes, representing many separate interests, and sharing a common desire for the 	honour and welfare of our country…[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Encyclopedia.com, Declaration Against Home Rule 1911, (no date) https://www.encyclopedia.com [accessed 16 March 2022].] 

There is a similar call to all people of Ireland, of ‘all creeds and classes’ to come to the aid of Ireland to protect her ‘honour and welfare’ rather than the independence desired by the Proclamation.[footnoteRef:5] The Declaration is however, specifically aimed at the 400,000 Protestants living in southern Ireland. Immediately one can see the division of opinion existing between the Nationalist and Unionist camps. [5:  Ibid.] 

	The second paragraph seeks to instil confidence in the revolutionaries based on the excellence of their training, organisational skills, and overall discipline. There are references to both ‘secret’ and ‘open’ military organisations, suggestive of an advanced and comprehensive operation that had been in development over a lengthy period. Again, the frequent use of ‘her’ and ‘she’ in relation to such operations suggests that the seven rebels desired the people to see them as the personification of Ireland itself. Her time had come: ‘having resolutely waited for the right moment to reveal itself, she now seizes that moment.’[footnoteRef:6] There is a reference to supporters of the movement in ‘her exiled children in America’; those who had emigrated to the US to escape the ravages of the famine in the 1840s, and to ‘gallant allies in Europe’.[footnoteRef:7] This was a highly provocative statement referring, obviously, to Germany, which had supplied arms to the rebels prior to the uprising, as well as being England’s primary antagonist in the war. These references have an air of propaganda about them, suggesting a global support network for the rebellion. However, the Proclamation states that Ireland would be relying ‘in the first instance on her own strength’, and in doing so ‘she strikes in full confidence of victory.’[footnoteRef:8] A strong message hinting at the revolutionaries’ military prowess and perhaps an incitement to the people to have faith in their own power to achieve the purpose of the Rising, since the global support being offered was, broadly speaking more financial and moral, than that of physical presence.  [6:  Mulvagh, 2016.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Ibid.] 

	Paragraph three begins with emphasising the nationalist ideal by summarily declaring the ‘right of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland, and to the unfettered control of Irish destinies, to be sovereign and indefeasible.’[footnoteRef:9] This declaration seems rather presumptuous given that no such event had yet occurred, however it was no doubt intended to incite and inflame nationalist sentiments still further. Anti-English feelings were rife in the next part of the paragraph: [9:  Ibid.] 

	The long usurpation of that right by a foreign people and government has not 	extinguished the right, nor can it ever be extinguished except by the destruction of 	the Irish people.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid.] 

The sub-text here suggests that Irish people should only give up their right to an independent Ireland through death and the extinction of an entire race. Perhaps it is asking the question ‘are you willing to die for your freedom?’ Indeed, this becomes apparent in the lines that follow: ‘we pledge our lives and the lives of our comrades-in-arms to the cause of its freedom.’[footnoteRef:11] The quote also appears to justify the Rising by connecting it to a long history of suffering and conflict. Conversely, the Declaration of 1911 took the opposite stance in relation to the establishment of an Irish Parliament, believing that: [11:  Ibid.] 

	…such a measure would hand over Ireland to the Government of a party which … has 	proved itself … unworthy of the exercise of power by its repeated defiance of the law 	and disregard of the elementary principles of honesty and justice.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Encyclopedia.com ] 

This may be a reference to the Irish Parliamentary Party’s historic links to Fenianism, the Roman Catholic Church, agrarian radicals arising from the Land Wars of the 1870’s, or the rumours of crime and violence (albeit disproven) connected to the Party. In any case it is clear that Unionists were resolute in their resistance to an independent Ireland five years before the Rising.
The next paragraph is arguably the most important in terms of gaining support for the rebellion because it speaks of an end to sectarian prejudice and instead, promotes religious equality and acceptance for the entire population. Catholic and Protestant clashes had been a problem since Cromwell first established a non-native, Protestant and Presbyterian population in the north in the mid-1600s, and the proclamation promised an end to such hostilities, proffering instead social and economic change:
	The Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal 	opportunities to all its citizens … cherishing all the children of the nation equally and 	oblivious to the differences carefully fostered by an alien government.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Mulvagh, 2016.] 

The rebels clearly sought to unite an entire population (based on their nationality rather than their religion), against a common enemy. A noble sentiment, but a naïve one, given the amount of Unionist resistance that had been apparent during each attempt at a Home Rule bill in the previous years. Moreover, the Declaration Against Home Rule five years earlier, suggested that independence would have disastrous consequences for Ireland, particularly for the provinces of Ulster, because although most of the country was agrarian, Ulster was the centre of commerce and industry, therefore the establishment of an independent Ireland would: ‘endanger the commercial relations between Ireland and Great Britain, and would cause in Ireland widespread financial distrust, followed by a complete paralysis of enterprise.’[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Encyclopedia.com] 

	Paragraph six outlines the rebels’ position, once victorious, as a Provisional Government, to hold in trust the ‘civil and military affairs of the Republic’ for the people until the establishment of a permanent national Parliament.[footnoteRef:15] Here they asked the people to have faith and trust in their ability to run the country; that they possessed the necessary qualities to lead the nation in both civil matters and military operations. In 1911, Unionist opinion was that ‘a separate Irish executive would produce most dangerous social confusion, involving a disastrous conflict of interests and classes and a serious risk of civil war.’[footnoteRef:16] No romantic notions of a united and trusting people in the 1911 Declaration; rather the potential for civil unrest loomed large under the threat of Home Rule, and as a relative minority in Ireland, Protestant and Presbyterian concerns were perhaps not without merit. [15:  Mulvagh, 2016.]  [16:  Encyclopedia.com] 

	The final paragraph asserts the blessing of ‘the Most High God’ on the cause, suggesting the divine righteousness of the rebellion – again a key element of propaganda for a nation so steeped in Christian religion. The Proclamation re-iterates the need for a willingness among all people to die for the cause:
	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.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Mulvagh 2016.] 

Despite its ‘august destiny’ and the eloquent prose of Pearse, the rebellion ultimately failed, as he knew it would. The Proclamation, intended to rouse the hearts and minds of an entire nation was instead: ‘greeted with a combination of apathy and cynicism. The streets were filled with gawkers and would-be looters.’[footnoteRef:18] The rebels were far from the heroes they hoped they might become. L. G. Redmond-Howard, nephew of John Redmond, then leader of the Irish Nationalist Party, observed the entire proceedings from his balcony at the Metropole Hotel, and noted: ‘there was practically no response whatever from the people; it seemed the very antithesis of the emancipation of the race.’[footnoteRef:19] Indeed, many of the onlookers purchased copies of the Proclamation to keep as souvenirs because they might be ‘worth a fiver each someday, when the beggars were hanged.’[footnoteRef:20] Such was the anti-rebel feeling among the populace. The British Army drafted in thousands of troops to combat the Rising. There was fighting in the streets on the routes to Dublin city centre, and the rebels inflicted many casualties on the British reinforcements. However, the rebels were eventually surrounded, and the Rising was suppressed. On Saturday 29th April, Pádraig Pearse agreed to an unconditional surrender. Approximately 3500 people were captured by the British and 1800 of them were sent to prisons and internment camps in Britain. All seven signatories of the Proclamation were court-martialled and sentenced to death by firing squad.  [18:  Tim Pat Coogan, 1916: The Easter Rising, (London: Phoenix, 2005), p. 101.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Ibid.] 

The 1911 Declaration Against Home Rule was written in a manner which clearly set out its requirements in a logical and abrupt style. It sought to preserve the existing status quo considering the perceived threat of Home Rule. The Proclamation by contrast, used emotive, eloquent language designed to appeal to the Nationalist tendencies of the Irish people; to remind them of their lengthy heritage, their divine right to rule their own country. It also spoke of the future – a time when all Irish citizens would experience equality. It demanded nothing but entreated the people of Ireland to look to themselves for their liberty.
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