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UK Parliament, “Speech by Thomas MacDonagh”, www.parliment.uk, May 1916, (Accessed November 20th 2022), Available from: https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliamentandireland/collections/easter-rising-1916/last-and-inspiring-address-of-thomas-macdonagh-after-he-was-sentanced-to-death-by-court-martial/ 
Whenever there has been a sitting of the British houses of Parliament (Commons or Lords), there are numerous documents and minutes produced and circulated. All of this paperwork has a direct significance to the direction the United Kingdom takes, both contemporaneously and for the historic record.
The Parliamentary archive’s purpose is to collect, preserve and provide a means by which the public can access both contemporary and historic records of both the sittings of the Houses, and the documents related to the governance of the country. In addition to these records, the archive provides a repository for those documents that relate to the policies of the government, not necessarily produced by the government itself but still have an importance. An example of this is the case of Ireland during the period of the Rising and First World War. As a source, the archives are above reproach in terms or reliability and accuracy, as it makes no effort to alter or contextualise documents based upon political bias. It simply provides a comprehensive and easily accessible historical record of the governance of the Nation. 
This transcript of an address made by the convicted Easter rising participant, Thomas MacDonagh, is his final statement to the convened court martial. He was tried in May 1916, and this document is held as part of the UK Parliamentary Archives. Born 1878, MacDonagh before becoming a member of several Republican movements was a teacher, writer, and poet. His introduction to the radical Irish nationalism was accidental as he intended to scoff at the notion. However, he was drawn ever deeper into the movement. Eventually he become a member of the Irish Volunteers during their establishment in 1913. He was quickly established as a leading committee member and brigade commandant at the time of the Rising. For his involvement he was convicted and executed by firing party in Kilmainham gaol on the 3rd of May 1916. MacDonagh and was one of the first to be tried and sentenced to death among the leaders captured. 
This pamphlet taken from the personal documents of David Lloyd George (the British Prime Minister) during this incredibly turbulent period of Irish nationalism, was initially said to be MacDonagh’s’ official address to the court. However, this has often been disputed by many historians, as the official transcript of his trial does not include such an address. It can therefore be inferred that the motivation behind the creation and distribution of this document, was purely in the interest of furthering nationalist propaganda. This  was possibly done to highlight the stoicism of those captured and “Martyred” by the “imperialist occupying forces” of Britain. Although relatively widely distributed at the time, there is no concrete evidence as to who authored the original document.  However, both the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) and Sein Fein had propaganda wings that they used to increase popular support amongst the people, and as such this could be one of their creations to enable this. 
This distributed propaganda would prove key in the aftermath of the initial rising. A significant percentage of the population was turned away from the cause, as a result of both the destruction and death created by such a bloody endeavour. As with any movement, even if your cause is just and worth fighting for, there will be no hope of success without the support both active or passive from the general population. However, the timing of the release for this pamphlet is key to both the audience and purpose. Following the execution of MacDonagh and the other leaders, “more than 3,000 people suspected of supporting the uprising, directly or indirectly, were arrested, and some 1,800 were sent to England and imprisoned there without trial[footnoteRef:1]”. In addition to this, the British forces implemented martial law. This lasted until the end of 1916, meaning that ordinary Irish citizens who had not even considered the British as an inconvenience would have had their daily lives impacted in a serious way. This lead  to a significant increase in resentment towards the British.   [1:  History, “Easter Rising”, www.history.com, November 9th 2009, (Accessed November 30th 2022), Available from: https://www.history.com/topics/british-history/easter-rising] 

In addition to the harsh reprisals instituted, the tone of this piece might have influenced the majority, as throughout it presents both as imperative, well thought out, and a constant presentation of proud stoicism in the face of death. An example of this is when MacDonagh states that “The generous high bred youth of Ireland will never fail to answer the call we pass on to them-will never fail to blaze forth in the red rage of war to win their country’s Freedom[footnoteRef:2]”. Clearly a means by which to both express his hopes that from the ashes of their failures a new generation of republican spirit might be forged, and tempered by the memory of those martyred by the British. This statement is rather prophetic, as only within a few years there would be increasingly violent clashes between both British and Irish forces. Then later both Pro Treaty IRA and Anti Treaty IRA factions, and although there would eventually be a Republic of Ireland, it would take significant bloodshed before a solid peace was possible.  [2:  UK Parliament, “Speech by Thomas MacDonagh”, www.parliment.uk, May 1916, (Accessed November 20th 2022), Available from: https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliamentandireland/collections/easter-rising-1916/last-and-inspiring-address-of-thomas-macdonagh-after-he-was-sentanced-to-death-by-court-martial/] 

Another statement that provides context for this time period is relatively early on in the document. In response to stating that Britain was the court martials “Imperial Patron”, and that after a member of the court commented on Germany being the Patron of Ireland, MacDonagh retorts that “Not if Germany had violated and despoiled my country and persisted in withholding her birth right of freedom”. This indicates that from his point of view Imperial Germany at the hight of its expansionist ambitions of mid First World War, was a better bedfellow than the British attempting to hold onto a country they had no right to. This suggestion given Germany’s attempts to destabilise Britain by arming Irish nationalists, would have ensured that the British saw those involved in the rising as traitors that deserved to be executed. 
A text that appeared to support the Easter rising, and could be compared to this pamphlet during this period, was the “proclamation of the Irish Republic”. This was widely circulated between its creation on Easter Sunday and Monday, 1916. It outlined the overall aims, objectives and hopes that those involved in the movement had for a united Ireland moving forward. These included the right for Ireland to be free from outside control and to defend itself from this through the use of arms, the guarantee that Irish subjects were entitled to both civil and religious equality, and finally that the suffrage of both men and women would define the policies of a new Ireland. 
One of the main similarities between these two texts is their overall tone and structure. Both share a sense of hope for the fight against the idea of Irish submission to British and foreign powers to be successful, and a renewed sense of Irish solidarity in the face of such a cause. There is also a religious element throughout both, as within the two texts the idea of God supporting the movement is prevalent. For example, amongst the proclamation the line “We place the cause of the Irish Republic under the protection of the most high God[footnoteRef:3]”, as if the almighty would be able to protect both those directly involved in the armed resistance, and those caught in the area from the maiming or death to come. Within the MacDonagh speech, his reference to religion is more an acceptance of his fate and the comfort that he will be in the company of martyrs soon and that “the great un-numbered army of martyrs, whose captain is the Christ who died on Calvary[footnoteRef:4]”.  [3:  National Museum Of Ireland, “The Proclamation of the Irish Republic”, www.museum.ie, (Accessed November 20th 2022), Available from: https://www.museum.ie/en-IE/Collections-Research/Collection/Resilience/Artefact/Test-3/fb71e3dc-2e95-4406-bc46-87d8d6b0ae5d]  [4:  UK Parliament, “Speech by Thomas MacDonagh”, www.parliment.uk, May 1916, (Accessed November 20th 2022), Available from: https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliamentandireland/collections/easter-rising-1916/last-and-inspiring-address-of-thomas-macdonagh-after-he-was-sentanced-to-death-by-court-martial/] 

The reasoning behind the inclusion of this religious element in both instances of propaganda is telling. Throughout this turbulent time of Irish history the idea of religion, whether that of Catholicism or Protestantism, there has always been a divide throughout the nation. The purpose of including the support of God for the cause might be one way in which the Republican forces wished to sway those as yet unaligned. This however, might not have worked as there has been stringent secularism between both religions that still exists in Ireland today. Although, this is a clear demonstration of how subtle use of core elements of Irish life was utilised to encourage the mass support by the people. 
Another similar element between both pamphlets, is their presentation. Today if a movement wished to express their intentions, desires and cause, they need only talk to media outlets to spread their message, even if only in a small way. The republicans however, had no access to this, as many (if not all) media organisations of the time were run by English conservative owners. Because of this, both issues had to be printed by the movement in pamphlet form, and distributed at first in the immediate area and then as time progressed across much of Ireland. This highlighted the independent nature of the movement as it related to both printing and circulating elements of propaganda. 
One aspect of this speech that proved surprising, is the idea that within the first section of the address, MacDonagh is portrayed as being both polite and understanding to those that had presided over his court martial. In the statement “I choose to think that you have done your duty, according to your lights, in sentencing me to death. I thank you for your courtesy”, it appears to be a rather strange way of thanking those that have just sentenced you to death. However, this could be a way that the creator of this piece wished MacDonagh to act before a court of British Army officers. With an air of quiet dignity, and a sense that in this moment there is nothing that can impugn his sense of honour. Additionally, this could be a way in which to mitigate the idea that those who took part were foolish to take on the British army, by portraying MacDonagh as having the sense to be both polite and well spoken. Through this, it would appear to a wider audience that the main movement was formed by well-informed men, rather than foolish upstarts hoping to bully their way to power. 
Another interesting statement from this account, “It will be said that our movement was doomed to failure. It has proved so. Yet it might have been otherwise”, provides an insight into the general feeling of what at least one key member believed. Following the failure of the rising, it would be understandable for those involved to simply say that they hadn’t the will to see their deeds through to success. When evaluating the rest of this speech, the tone and what has been said, makes it appears as though what is really being conveyed is the idea that the rising wasn’t far from succeeding and that it only failed slightly. This wasn’t the case and displays how this text is nothing more than propaganda, providing the delusions of an organisation that failed to gain mass support and had their revolution crushed with a means of spreading this idea to the people. 
The reason for this delusionary idea, is that in the mindset of the IRB and the other groups involved in the Easter rising, is that they believed that had they occupied Dublin they would then be in a position to affect the whole of Ireland. However, this isn’t the case because most of the geographical areas outside of Dublin only contained a few   hundred members of the group that were prepared to physically act. This lack of support from rural areas was potentially due to a lack of coherent communications between individual groups. With this being the case, it is understandable how the republican movement would wish to portray their defeat as a small difference in forces rather than the tactical and communications failure it was.  
MacDonagh’s final message of this speech typifies his stoicism like nothing before in the text. Even though throughout it is at its’ core a poignant diatribe to the ideas that most of his life was built upon, that Ireland if not at the point of his death would eventually wake up and finally be free of the British occupation that he gave his life fighting against. He states that “Take me away, and let my blood bedew the sacred soil of Ireland. I die in the certainty that once more the seed will fructify”, and this beautifully closes the pamphlet in a way that no addition by the creator in the third person would. As it inspires those that would follow him, to take comfort in the idea that should they make the ultimate sacrifice for the cause, they will forever be a part of Ireland and that their effort for the struggle shall live on until its completion. 
The fact that Thomas MacDonagh was both a signatory of the proclamation of the Irish Republic and had this pamphlet circulated following his death, highlights his importance within the movement. His comrades and those that remained believed that he was a symbol through which they could garner support by the virtue of his life and martyrdom. As he did typify what people thought the movement should be, a educated individual of humble origins who realised the injustice facing his nation, and had the drive to not only act but take a leading role in such a fight. 
MacDonagh’s “sacrifice” and the measures taken by the British during this period, would have greatly improved the appeal of Irish self-governance to the common peoples of Ireland. Driving people to support both overtly and passively, the numerous political and militant republican movements of this period. Ensuring that MacDonagh’s influence and contribution to the struggle for Irish independence remained long after his death. 
A historian studying either the political or the propaganda element of the Easter rising and Irish politics, would find this document, at the very least interesting. It provides an inventive approach to the subject the British response to the rising in terms of trails and executions. It also examines the use by republican elements as a means of recruitment by making martyrs of those who died tragically for such a “noble and worthy” cause. Although a socialist or Marxist historian might interpret this speech as a means by which the writer suggested MacDonagh was speaking to the people of Ireland not to the court. This could be perceived as a source of inspiration for them to follow in the struggle that would take MacDonagh’s life, and not to follow those ruling British elites of Westminster. Follow their countrymen not the invaders. Either way,   such a resource would prove valuable to those studying this subject today or in the future. 
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