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Abstract 

 

The subject of this study is an attempt to locate London-based the Irish Freedom/Irish Democrat 

(IF/ID) and its organisation Connolly Club/Connolly Association (CC/CA) in the British labour 

history. In order to set them in context, this thesis documents the role of this immigrant paper and 

its influence by providing a comprehensive overview from 1939 to 1973, with a focus on the period 

that preceded the Northern Ireland crisis. There had been various endeavours to establish diaspora 

nationalist newspapers in England in the past, but they had all been ephemeral. The IF/ID is the 

longest-serving Irish diaspora political paper in the world. 

 

Compared to other Irish diaspora papers in Britain, this newspaper was unique as it emerged as a 

voice of a working-class movement - the first serious attempt to politically organise Irish working 

people to fight against imperialism in the very subject country. Their goal was to unite the two 

Irelands by mobilising workers in Britain. When the Irish working population was at the height 

around the mid-twentieth century, the organisation through its newspaper attempted to function as 

an organiser by linking the Irish question to the labour movement in England. In order to create a 

movement, they closely worked with other left-wing organisations and individuals, such as the 

Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), Labour Party members, republicans, trade unionists 

amongst others.  

 

However, the fact that each organ handled the Irish question differently caused confrontation and 

schism. The organs of the left hardly constituted a unified front as their complicated reality 

reflected on the newspaper. Amidst the endless plight and limited resources, however, the 

newspaper and its organisation endeavoured to function to the fullest extent within the existing 

framework of the period, embracing masses of working people, influencing the labour movement 

and ultimately attempting to democratise Britain. 
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Introduction 

 

John Boyle O’Reilly said a daily newspaper is ‘the biography of a day.’1 To apply his words to the 

Irish Freedom/Irish Democrat, it was a biography of a month, mirroring the struggle of the Irish 

working class in England. This thesis examines the IF/ID in the period between 1939 and 1973. 

Because this paper functioned as a press organ for the CC/CA, a history of the publication 

essentially implies a history of the organisation and its developments as its thinking was directly 

represented in the newspaper. To accomplish this undertaking, this study performs a thorough 

historical and content analysis of the paper to demonstrate how the CC/CA expressed its 

aspirations and its paper documented Irish immigrants’ lives and the conditions of Irish/Catholic 

people in Northern Ireland. Its primary objective is to provide a narrative that adds value to the 

fields of diaspora and activist journalism, working-class and labour movements, and Irish social 

history in Britain by providing thematic case studies. 

 

In January 1939, politically active Irish immigrants in London launched a newspaper Irish 

Freedom in order to campaign under the banner of ‘Ireland and Working Men in England, Unite!’. 

The newspaper was published in London from 1939 to 2007 (initially called Irish Freedom from 

January 1939 to December 1944, then the Irish Democrat from January 1945 to June 2007) by the 

Connolly Club, subsequently renamed Connolly Association in October 1943. Based in London, 

the CC/CA is the principal organisation that represented Irish Republican ideals in Britain. During 

the mid-twentieth century, it was the only Irish political organ in England at one point and the 

oldest campaigning organisation of the Irish in Britain that still exists, although its newspaper 

ceased to exist.  

It is well acknowledged by historians and researchers2 that all Irish-related research subjects and 

fields during the period between the aftermath of the time of the creation of the Free State in 1922 

and the commencement of the Northern Ireland Troubles in 1969 are under-researched. Evidence 

suggests less books were published during this relatively quiet period.3 Similarly, political and 

 
1 Quoted in McNicholas, 2007, Politics, Religion and the Press: Irish Journalism in Mid-Victorian England, Peter 

Lang, Bern, p193 
2 For example, Diarmaid Ferriter who wrote the Transformation of Ireland 1900-2000. 
3 While researching at the archives, several archivists mentioned that less documents exist during these decades. 
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labour history of Irish immigrants in England in any period has not been sufficiently investigated, 

even though the Irish in England had been the oldest and largest immigrant group. That is 

particularly the case during the Second World War and subsequent post-war years although their 

economic contributions to their host country were substantial. The struggle of Irish people against 

the British authorities has been going on for a considerable amount of time which is intertwined 

with British working-class history. As the most numerous immigrants in England, Irish people 

always brought their politics with them when they arrived in the subject4 country. However, no 

work has been done on the Irish diaspora newspaper during the twentieth century.   

 

Historically, the Irish diaspora press always functioned as a propaganda tool. For example, during 

the late nineteenth century, Irish newspapers in the US used the famine experience as a clarion call 

to mobilise Irish American support for the struggle for Ireland’s independence.5  Over half a 

century later in England, an Irish immigrant newspaper challenged the British government by 

disclosing injustice and inequality against Irish and Catholic people within the context of 

democracy and civil rights and organised a mass movement. The war and post-war years were the 

era of the rise of anti-imperialism and decolonisation activities, and the IF/ID became part of this 

British Left movement. One of the methods the newspaper applied was to work broadly with other 

Left organisations such as Communist Parties, Labour Parties, trade unions and other progressive 

groups mainly in England but also in the jurisdictions of Belfast and Dublin through their contacts 

and network.  

 

Unlike other Irish diaspora newspapers in England in the past, the IF/ID, representing a voice of 

working-class people, offered information and continuously interpreted events that were related to 

British imperialism and aspired to be a powerful cohesive force in its way as it challenged the 

British parliament to alter the law and politicians’ perception and contributed as a sole organisation 

in this effort. The most innovative aspect of this organ is that it worked with British politicians 

directly. Their unprecedented footsteps deserve to be acknowledged. In principle, left-wing organs 

 
4 Dissimilar to other colonised populations abroad, the case of Irish immigrants is unique as they were directly 

protesting against British imperialism in Britain.   
5 Mulcrone, Mick, The Famine Irish and the Irish-American Press: Strangers in a Hostile Land, American 

Journalism, 20:3, 2003, p56 



8 
 

generally cooperated with others and had a broad strategy in order to achieve each organ’s mission 

and goals. The newspaper aspired to work along with the labour movement in Britain for the 

interests of Irish immigrants as it unfolds in the following chapters. Its ultimate goal was to win 

support in Britain for the struggle of the Irish people for a united Independent Ireland and to stand 

for equal treatment for Irish workers in Britain. Involving highly educated individuals, academics, 

Communist Party and Labour Party members, republicans, trade unionists, and British workers, 

the newspaper was the first movement of this kind of non-sectarian6 initiative. CC/CA leaders 

certainly had closed-door meetings with CP counterparts, but their preoccupation was to organise, 

gather trade unionists to create a labour movement, while simultaneously working with British 

politicians to remind them to discuss the Irish question. The paper attempted to exercise influence 

through public opinion. The means of achieving its goal was through articles calling readers to act 

– to participate in various public campaigns and walks, to join the trade unions, to educate 

themselves and others with recommended books and literature. In this process, this strategic 

campaigning paper strove to lead the labour movement and aspired to transform it into a powerful 

agent of change. Considering all the ephemeral predecessors in the Victorian period which lasted 

only one or two issues or a few years at the longest, the fact that the IF/ID managed to exist more 

than six decades against all the odds is astonishing. This thesis aspires to fill one of these blank 

spaces. 

 

Theoretical framework of the research 

This thesis is structured around four fields of research and their theoretical underpinnings: history 

from below, activist journalism, exile politics and a diaspora group on the margins. The positioning 

of the theoretical concepts reflects the sequence of the main arguments, and the content of each 

following chapter. To start developing the arguments, the idea needs to be conceptualised. 

 

Firstly, the angle of this thesis is history from below which seeks to take ordinary people as its 

subjects and focus on their experiences and perspectives. History from below is a relatively new 

 
6 This aspect will be further examined in the following chapter. 
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discipline compared to history from above. It is ‘a term, and set of practices, open to 

interpretation.’7 This research project considers people’s history from a working-class perspective. 

History from below was in effect ‘championed by, and is now most closely associated with, these 

left-wing movements who sought radical political and social change.’8  

 

The second level of the theoretical design, activist journalism, considers examining the labour 

movement and activist history. The most influential genres of activist history writing are those 

associated with the working class, with colonised peoples, such as ethnic minority histories.9 This 

research project looks at how the newspaper and its organisation as part of the left-wing political 

movement during the mid-twentieth century attempted to overcome obstacles to reach its goal. 

 

Thirdly, exile politics stratum is designed to explain through the stage-based Marxist-Leninist 

political theory, the revolutionary people’s power of the CP and the approach of Lenin’s newspaper 

Iskra.10 The IF/ID strove to initiate a movement and challenged the British government. According 

to the Marxist stage theory, a ‘revolutionary situation could be brought about only by achieving a 

series of goals: equality, then national freedom, then social freedom, and eventually socialism.’11 

One of the fundamental aspects of the study of working-class movements is the analysis of their 

success. In order to assess it, it is important to understand what success implies in the context of 

the movements and how it achieves it. However, rather than focusing on the outcomes, this thesis 

concentrates on the process.  

 

The last level of the theoretical point looks at the diaspora aspect, namely how the paper framed 

Irish grievances and the mindset of general diaspora population. As the majority of the Irish had 

been at the bottom of the hierarchy of British society, they had been the de facto breadwinner for 

the Empire for such a long time, if not centuries. Irish workers had been crucial to England and 

the English working-class system as the main workforce and lifeline. Marx and Engels analysed 

 
7 Myers, Kevin and Grosvenor, Ian, (eds) 2018, Collaborative Research: History from Below, The University of 

Bristol and the AHRC Connected Communities Programme, Bristol, p11 

8 ibid., p19 
9 ibid., p18 
10 This will be developed more in the following chapter. 
11 Hanley, Brian and Miller, Scott, 2009, The Lost Revolution: The Story of the Official IRA and the Workers’ Party, 

Penguin Books, London, p220 
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the role of Irish workers within the British system and the British working class in detail.12 As 

German immigrants in England, they were intrigued and fascinated by destitute Irish people within 

the British system. They subsequently influenced and formed the way of James Connolly’s 

thinking. The organisation was named after Connolly and the IF/ID was established on the basis 

of his Marxist Socialism. Connolly’s contributions consist of two related aspects: one for Ireland, 

the other for the international working-class movement. As Desmond Greaves highlighted: ‘The 

juxtaposition of two ideas, socialism and national independence, is at the heart of Connolly’s 

contribution to Irish history.’13 Connolly believed that the masses in a Socialist-Labour-Movement 

would transcend sectarian divisions.14 Most importantly, the IF/ID’s role in this process was to 

function as an instigator which is the same ideology as Lenin’s Iskra.15 

 

Additionally, one of the confusions when dealing with Irish affairs or the Irish question was the 

usage of the language as all involved groups were not unanimous in their definition of Northern 

Ireland. How to define Northern Ireland? Is it a province or a region? Is Northern Ireland a national 

or colonial problem? Should we analyse it from a colonial or neo-colonial point of view? Who is 

in charge of solving the conflict about sovereignty? Was the IRA a terrorist group or a paramilitary 

one? Was the CC/CA dealing with exile politics or British politics? Even the British government 

was evidently ambiguous about the issue as Irish political documents are frequently mixed up or 

categorised in an unconventional manner at the archives. MI5 handled the Northern Irish affairs, 

but MI6 was also involved.16  

 

Defining a problem and identifying a strategy in this highly complicated society requires careful 

consideration. In this process, Brendan O’Leary has pointed out that ‘terminology raises complex 

questions about objectivity in Ireland.’ 17  James McAuley has also emphasised that British 

unionists and Irish nationalists hold ‘conflicting views on the origins of the conflict, its causes and 

its solutions.’18 Scholars have been analysing the nature of the community divide in Northern 

 
12 Marx, Karl and Engels, Friedrich, 1971, Ireland and the Irish Question, Lawrence & Wishart, London. 
13 Greaves, Desmond, 1961, The Life and Times of James Connolly, Lawrence & Wishart, London, p342 
14 Jackson, T.A., 1963, Ireland and Her Own, Routledge, London, p368 
15 This will be discussed in Chapter four. 
16 MI5 focuses their efforts within the UK, while MI6 focuses on gathering intelligence outside the UK. 
17 O’Leary, Brendan, 2019, A Treatise on Northern Ireland, Oxford University Press, Oxford, xxxi 
18 McAuley, An Introduction to Politics, State & Society, p136 



11 
 

Ireland and many interpretations exist. For example, John Whyte’s study analyses four different 

interpretations of the conflict: nationalist, unionist, Marxist, and internal conflict. Roger Hull 

explains by using three viewpoints, Dublin, London, and Belfast as he coined the ‘Dublin-London-

Belfast labels,’ which should be viewed as ‘umbrellas under which the beliefs and demands of 

diverse participants to the struggle can be separated into three differentiated categories.’19 Many 

journalists who were based or have actually worked in Northern Ireland consider the IRA as a 

paramilitary organisation as they witnessed the situation firsthand. Robert Fisk states, ‘I always 

refer to Northern Ireland as a war and not the Troubles.’20 Marx and Engels attempted to place the 

Irish question into their theoretical frame. Marx wrote a letter to Engels in 1867: ‘The English 

working class will never accomplish anything before it has got rid of Ireland. The lever must be 

applied in Ireland. That is why the Irish question is so important for the social movement in 

general.’21 They analysed it to a great extent, however, it was James Connolly who applied their 

ideas to Ireland.22 Following Connolly’s trade unionism, the CC/CA adopted this interpretation 

when interpreting the Northern Ireland conflict, Ireland and Irish people’s grievances in general: 

‘a struggle for a workers’ victory also meant a struggle for national independence.’23 Furthermore, 

being affiliated with the Movement for Colonial Freedom (MCF) during the time of decolonisation 

meant that the paper primarily used the colonial dimension and analogy, rather than focusing on 

sectarian or communal issues. According to Whyte, to apply a colonial label, it has to be 

‘illegitimate’ and ‘unlikely to last.’24 However, many scholars agree that the conflict in Northern 

Ireland is too complex and a conventional ‘analytical framework’25 cannot be utilised. For this 

reason, without properly defining terms, policies cannot be determined, and collaboration would 

not be effective. Another example is that the word ‘left’ has different connotations in each locality. 

Greaves acknowledged that the definition of Right and Left in Britain and Ireland has a different 

denotation: ‘The trouble with the English Left is that they think Left and Right in Ireland are the 

same as Left and Right in England, whereas in Ireland Left and Right revolve around the national 

question.’26 A veteran of the labour movement also states that ‘the left in Ireland was simply 

 
19 Hull, Roger, 1976, The Irish Triangle: Conflict in Northern Ireland, Princeton University Press, Princeton, p7 
20 The Independent, 4 November 2020 
21 Marx, and Engels, Ireland and the Irish Question, p398 
22 Whyte, John, 1990, Interpreting Northern Ireland, Clarendon Press, Oxford, p175 
23 ibid., p175 
24 ibid., p175 
25 Hull, The Irish triangle, p3 
26 Coughlan, Insight, ideas, politics: The table talk of C. Desmond Greaves 1960-1988, p89 
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extreme nationalism’ as ‘the national question diverted potential revolutionary tendencies among 

the workers.’27 Greaves remarked: ‘the Left has frequent splits, the Right does not. It is because 

the Right shows the natural solidarity of the ruling class. Conservatives after all have something 

to conserve.’28  

 

This project is an attempt to chart the progress of an Irish immigrant newspaper, the IF/ID. What 

the paper through the organisation wanted to achieve was to end the partition of Ireland, and to 

unite Irish and local workers in Britain by winning support for the struggle of the Irish people. But 

how did they strive to unite Ireland and working people in England through the mobilisation of the 

working class? What were their objectives? Was the newspaper part of the working-class 

movement or was it a Communist Party paper? What challenges did they encounter? How did the 

paper proactively write and influence the labour movement? How did this newspaper contribute 

to the movement in England with their allies? How did they attempt to make the Irish question a 

political issue? What role did the newspaper play in cultural and sports nationalism? In addressing 

these research questions, its role, through newspaper articles, headlines and advertisements of the 

research period will be thoroughly investigated. This study also considers the newspaper’s actual 

influence, other external factors and activities and their civil rights campaigns. In order to carry 

out their mission and to achieve their goals, this non-sectarian organisation needed to adopt a broad 

left-wing strategy, similar to all other left-wing organs during the research period by cooperating 

with their allies, namely the British and Irish Communist Parties, trade unions, the Labour Parties 

in Britain and in the two Irelands. The paper and CC/CA’s activities were highly complex and 

interconnected with others. Although their allies’ goals might be identical or similar with the 

CC/CA’s, each organ’s methods and means as well as their levels of commitment considerably 

varied. Additionally, this research project looks at confrontation and schism faced by the CC/CA, 

whether there was a conflict with their allies and how the organisation’s decisions affected the 

newspaper.  

 

Literature review 

 
27 Mitchell, Arthur, 1974, Labour in Irish Politics 1890-1930: The Irish Labour Movement in an Age of Revolution, 

Irish University Press, Dublin, p291 
28 Coughlan, Insight, ideas, politics: The table talk of C. Desmond Greaves 1960-1988, p89 
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The purpose of this literature review is to identify areas of prior scholarship and to locate my 

research within the context of existing literature. Because no work has been done on the mid-

twentieth century Irish press in England, this section will look at the studies and topics in the 

relevant field.  

 

Mediocre journalism? 

As the press is a reflection of people’s lives, it is a useful tool to analyse a specific group of people, 

their events and society in general. Moreover, when analysing it, it is important to put a human 

face on it. With regard to journalistic historiography, media scholars frequently point out that 

historians use newspaper articles only as references but do not consider the role of the media nor 

use them as proof of facts by properly examining them. When they do, it is too mechanical and 

tedious, and typically view them as mediocre materials. Marie-Louise Legg has claimed that 

newspaper articles are considered casually as ‘easy copy and a low valuation’29 and lamented that 

‘so much work on the press tends to be dull as human life is missing and the mentality of those 

who ran the press is absent.’30 Stephen Koss observed ‘too many studies of the press…have been 

more assembled than written.’31 Maurice Walsh also pointed out that newspaper articles are only 

used in Dorothy Macardle’s The Irish Republic as references and ‘newspaper evidence is rarely 

analysed.’32  

 

Although the press is one of the most indispensable sources in the context of immigrants’ networks, 

Irish diaspora-related studies frequently contain no or little newspaper analysis. For example, Irish 

Migration, Networks and Ethnic Identities Since 1750,33 seldom use newspaper articles. David 

Fitzpatrick’s political history title, The Two Irelands 1912-1939 does not reference any newspaper 

articles. Whilst the Irish American press is relatively well explored in the US as their contribution 

is palpable in various industries and fields, studies on Irish immigrants frequently omit the 

importance of their newspaper. Making the Irish American, edited by J. J. Lee and Marion R. 

 
29 Legg, Marie-Louise, 1998, Newspapers and Nationalism: The Social and Political Influence of the Irish 

Provincial Press 1850-1892, p7  
30 Legg, Newspapers and Nationalism, p9 
31 Quoted in Legg, Newspapers and Nationalism, p7 (Quoted from her PhD thesis)  
32 Walsh, Maurice, 2008, The News from Ireland: Foreign Correspondents and the Irish Revolution, I.B. Tauris, 

London, p6 
33 MacDonagh, Oliver, et al, (ed.), 1983, Irish Culture and Nationalism, 1750-1950, The Macmillan Press, London 
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Casey, is a monumental book about the Irish immigrant impact on America which contains 29 

chapters. Its dedicated chapters include Irish dance, music, and sports but it completely leaves out 

the place of journalism in the development of Irish America, although their powerful influence 

was unprecedented particularly in Boston and New York. The scarcity of news analysis studies 

means that it is hard to evaluate the effectiveness of newspapers on public opinion and whether 

political messages of newspapers were successfully carried out or not.  

 

Diaspora journalism  

A diaspora, literally means ‘to scatter’ in Greek, is defined as a community of people who do not 

live in their native country but maintain their community in the country they live in. By this 

definition, the IF/ID is considered a diaspora paper. However, similar to the Irish people’s 

ambiguous position in Britain, the terms diaspora, minority or immigrant journalism, may not be 

strictly fitting to describe the IF/ID as some might argue that Irish people are from the British Isles 

and anglophone. In the same way as Scottish and Welsh people in London, some researchers and 

politicians consider Irish people’s movement categorically and legally internal migration, even 

though Ireland was part of the UK from 1801-1922 and for the rest of its history, the South was 

and is a separate country. There are ample studies on Irish immigrants and their invisible status in 

Britain conducted by sociologists namely Mary Hickman and Louse Ryan34, and historians David 

Fitzpatrick35, Enda Delaney36, amongst others, however, their press, both formal press histories 

and content analysis, has not been scrutinised yet. 

 

Diasporic journalism, a relatively new academic field, keeps evolving. One of the most prolific 

diaspora media scholars is Ola Ogunyemi who focuses on African and Caribbean immigrant media 

in the UK. He identifies two broad roles played by diasporic media: an orientation role relating to 

information and advice to help diasporic groups adjust to the host country and a connective role 

relating to information about events in the homeland.37 The diasporic news content is produced by 

 
34 Hickman, Mary, J, and Ryan Louise, 2020, ‘The Irish question: marginalizations at the nexus of sociology of 

migration and ethnic and racial studies in Britain’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 43:16, pp96-114 
35 Fitzpatrick, David, 1989, ‘A curious middle place: The Irish in Britain, 1871-1921’, in Swift and Gilley, The Irish 

in Britain 1815-1939, Rowman & Littlefield, London, pp35-46 
36 Delaney, Enda, 2000, Demography, State and Society: Irish Migration to Britain, 1921-1971, Liverpool 

University Press, Liverpool 
37 Ogunyemi, Ola, (ed.), 2015, Journalism, Audiences and Diaspora, Palgrave Macmillan, London, p319 
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and for diasporic groups. Although the function of the IF/ID was primarily to serve the 

communities’ crucial informational needs, it did not dedicate itself to writing about Irish 

community-related articles. In this context, it is debatable to locate the place of the IF/ID within 

this category as it was produced by Irish and British people and written for Irish, British and all 

people who support the principle of the self-determination of nations on a world scale. Carrying 

out some serious political missions in Britain, not in Ireland, the newspaper played multiple roles 

and aimed to function as a public service. Their mission was not confined within their own 

immigrant society but aimed to reach a wider audience and to democratise Britain. Compared to 

African and Caribbean immigrants as researched by Ogunyemi, Irish people’s presence in Britain 

is rather evasive and their de facto British status38 is one of the reasons why there is no solid study 

of Irish diaspora media/press or scholars who specifically focus on the Irish press in Britain.  

 

As most Irish people generally considered being in Britain meant they were in exile,39 their press 

could be defined as the diaspora media of the oppressed. In this context, other immigrant left wing 

newspapers namely Italian, such as Marcella Bencivenni’s study on the Italian radical press in the 

US during the mid-twentieth century and Thomas L. Sakmyster’s research on a communist 

newspaper for Hungarian Americans were characteristically identical. One of the most palpable 

aspects of the Irish press, particularly in the US, is that it highlighted writing on freedom.40 

Diaspora media has been considered ‘as agents and objects of social change in immigration 

societies’ as it can produce ‘the interpretive frameworks through which audiences understand the 

world.’41 Although the IF/ID can be categorised as a diaspora newspaper, due to their invisible 

presence within the British system, the newspaper showed little interest in writing on assimilation-

related articles. Assimilation is one of the most conspicuous subjects and objectives of diaspora 

journalism, in particular in the US. There are a few essays regarding this aspect, for example, Mick 

Mulcrone’s study the Famine Irish and the Irish American press. Unlike Irish American 

 
38 According to the UK legislation site, https://www.legislation.gov.uk/, the Ireland Act 1949 states that Ireland “is 

not a foreign country for the purposes of any law in force in any part of the United Kingdom.” 
39 Dissimilar to the immigrants in the US and elsewhere, Irish people in Britain in general during the research period 

tended to view their status as the oppressed.  
40 Nieuw Israelietisch Weekblad, 1985, Proceedings Symposium: The Jewish Press: Why? Past, Present, Future, 

p35 
41 Ruhrmann, Georg, Shooman, Yasemin and Widmann, Peter, (ed.) 2016, Media and Minorities: Questions on 

Representation from an International Perspective, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Berlin, p9 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/
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newspapers that typically urged their readers to take out citizenship and become good Americans,42 

Irish newspapers in England never offered such advice because they did not need citizenship to 

stay in England. Even though after the South became independent and Irish citizens held an Irish 

passport, they never needed to obtain a British passport under the common travel area. They 

maintained their special status. Unlike Irish Americans who migrated to the US after making a 

solid decision to be settlers, Irish people in Britain kept their mobile status. The fact that the term 

Irish British does not exist indicates the first generation Irish never became British. Irish 

Americans and the Irish in Britain are characteristically very different in terms of the role played 

by the diaspora press and immigrants’ aspirations, although their newspapers have some 

similarities in terms of content and development as they share the root cause. 

 

Unlike Irish American newspapers, the IF/ID never encouraged readers to be good citizens. In the 

case of Britain, a good citizen means not to be British but to be a trade unionist. In addition to their 

invisible status within the host society, another characteristic of the newspaper is their working-

class and socialist elements that made the discussion of assimilation insignificant. This is a typical 

feature, because, in socialist newspapers that are focused on working-class people, assimilation 

‘as a political issue is generally omitted.’ 43  Jens Danielsen claims that ‘because a worker’s 

allegiance was to one’s class and that of a socialist to the international movement, the retainment 

of language and culture did not interfere with the achievement of their goal.’ Repressive forms for 

assimilation are considered purposeless as ‘the decisive questions for the socialist workers were 

constantly: assimilated into what, on whose terms, for what purposes?’44 The IF/ID’s purpose was 

not focused on assimilation but on the recruitment of trade unionists and leaders and bring them 

to the labour movement. Assimilation has never been the concern of the Irish press and people in 

Ireland, but their emphasis has been always politically motivated. The IF/ID showed no concern 

whether Irish immigrants were integrating well or discussing the arriving phase and assimilation 

stages. Their starting point was on the basis that they were already present and had been suffering 

from poverty, appalling living conditions, unemployment, and exploitation within the system for 

 
42 Mulcrone, The Famine Irish and the Irish-American Press, p58 
43 Danielsen, Jens, Bjerre, ‘Multi-Ethnic Cooperation in Europe and North America: The Case of Scandinavian 

Migrants’, in Harzig, Christiane, et al, (ed.), 1985, The Press of Labor Migrants in Europe and North America, 

1880s to 1930s, Publications of the Labor Newspaper Preservation Project, Bremen, p201 
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such a long time. Therefore, the IF/ID reflects the political climate and highlights the complexity 

of the diaspora press’s role which was Irish, working-class and politically motivated in the enemy’s 

territory. Throughout the modern history of the Irish settlement in Britain, as J. A. Jackson states, 

their interest had been consistently ‘politics and the trade union movement.’45 The IF/ID was a 

mixture of diaspora and left-wing newspaper.  

 

Thriving Victorian/Chartist journalism 

Although this is not my research period, it is worth reviewing what has been written about the 

radical press. The Chartist movement in Britain was a working-class protest movement from 1838 

and lasted until 1857. Simultaneously, it helped to build support for trade unions and contributed 

to ‘a new climate of hope by repeatedly arguing that social conditions could be changed through 

the force of combination.’46 As chartists collaborated with radical political groups to spread the 

message, the working-class movement and the chartist or radical press, started developing in 

parallel with the general commercial press in the early nineteenth century. Under these conditions, 

the impact of the radical press was significant as it helped unify various groups of workers and 

‘contributed to the growth of working-class political and industrial organisations.’47 As the radical 

press is associated with radical movements which focus on radical social change with the intention 

of creating equality for all people, it had many positive impacts. James Curran who is one of the 

most prolific media history scholars describes that the radical press reflected the growth of 

working-class organisations, deepened, and extended radical consciousness, and helped to build 

support for the working-class movement.48  Its principal aim was to reach specific groups or 

organisations with various thematic areas of interest and to pose ‘a more serious challenge to the 

ancient régime than the commercial press.’49  

 

Many studies have been done on the Victorian press in England. Patricia Hollis’s The Pauper 

Press: A Study in Working-Class Radicalism of the 1830s50 also mentioned various Irish writers 
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and activists. A notable Irish contribution to English journalism is well acknowledged. One of the 

Irishmen who left a remarkable footprint in the working-class movement in Britain was John 

Doherty from Donegal as his life was scrutinised in Kirby and Musson’s The Voice of the People 

and numerous shorter texts. His active political life predated the chartists. He was a radical trade 

unionist and the founder of the first nationwide trade union the National Union of Cotton Spinners 

in 1829. He started the National Association for the Protection of Labour with its newspaper The 

United Trades Co-operative Journal. His association grew rapidly and when members reached 

100,000 in 1831, he launched a new paper The Voice of the People and became its editor. This is 

a very insightful book as it outlines his work and how he dealt with Irish diaspora specific issues, 

such as Irish nationalism and discrimination against Irish workers more than 100 years before the 

IF emerged. Fenner Brockway also briefly wrote about the contribution of Irish activists in his 

Britain’s First Socialists, explaining that they had been prominent levellers, agitators, and 

diggers51 and contributed to the British Left and the Left press from its inception. 

 

While many Irish people contributed to the chartist and radical press on a broad scale, others in  

Britain identified their own specific needs and started their own newspapers. The analysis of a 

history of the Irish in England, particularly, their labour, political and press history received 

minimal attention although their working-class status and contribution are well recognised and 

working-class or Victorian monographs typically contain a few words of Irish or Irish workers in 

the index page. The press history in Britain has been explored, however, the history of Irish 

newspapers is under researched as Simon Potter acknowledges it is ‘a field awaiting detailed and 

comprehensive scrutiny.’52 The Irish press in England is clearly an under-researched topic in the 

historiography of diaspora journalism. There is only one monograph on the Irish press in England. 

Anthony McNicholas’s Politics, Religion and the Press: Irish Journalism in Mid-Victorian 

England, was the inaugural attempt at a detailed analysis of the Irish press in England. He 

completed his PhD thesis in 2000 (published in 2007) and it still remains the only existing resource 

for more than twenty years. His pioneering study explored three London newspapers, The 

 
51 The levellers and diggers were groupings that emerged by 1640s amid the puritan revolution. Levellerism 

produced demonstrations, provoked munities and strove for the economic equality of a community of goods, while 

the diggers attempted to ‘dig on’ enclosed or private land to feed themselves and others. They were seen as the 

forerunners of anarchism, socialism and radicalism.  
52 Potter, Simon, (ed.) 2004, Newspapers and Empire in Ireland and Britain: Reporting the British Empire, c1857-

1921, Four Courts Press, Dublin, p22 
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Universal News, The Irish Liberator, and The Irish News and analysed the complexity of 

relationships with the secular politics of the Fenians and the Catholic Church. In spite of the 

fragmentary nature of primary material, by examining numerous newspaper articles, he 

investigates how the intertwined connections shaped the immigrants’ lives. Because the 1860s saw 

the rise and apparent failure of the separatist Fenian movement in Ireland, it was during this time 

the first realistic attempt at establishing a genuinely popular press in England for Irish migrants 

was made. He analyses in detail regarding the Catholic Church in England which was a powerful 

institution that dominated Irish people’s lives in Britain. Although they provided spiritual guidance, 

shelter, education, food, a sense of community, ‘except a free arena for political debate’53 and the 

Irish press needed to maintain an Irish identity of which the Catholic Church approved.54 The 

Church effectively imposed a form of censorship on Irish journalism and dictated newspapers’ 

destiny in consequence. According to McNicholas, other reasons that the Irish press in mid-

Victorian England failed to develop were due to the transience, poverty, and low levels of literacy 

of the readers, in addition to the easy availability of newspapers from Ireland.55  

 

The Irish in Britain 

The Irish in Britain as a general diaspora history subject has been widely examined. Since J. A. 

Jackson’s pioneering study, The Irish in Britain which was published in 1963, numerous similar 

studies namely by Donald M. MacRaild, Enda Delaney and Roger Swift have been conducted on 

the subject with a focus on general diaspora aspects. In his book, Jackson briefly mentions Irish 

newspapers in London in the same paragraph with the political organisation. This explains that the 

function of the Irish press in London in the early and mid-twentieth century was more than just a 

general diaspora newspaper with a role of promoting transnational bonding and maintaining 

cultural identities but with a clear purpose that needs urgent political attention.  

 

Although a plethora of general and oral history books on Irish immigrants in London, songs and 

stories of their hardships and struggles during the fifties exist, it is clear that the comprehensive 

narratives of the Irish labouring classes are not being scrutinised both in Ireland and abroad. The 
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dearth of attention to the class structure in Ireland and Britain is well recognised given their major 

economic activities within the British system. Joe Clearly remarks the history of Irish labour is 

frequently connected with ‘incremental bread and butter issues and the upshot of this is that left-

wing politics here has generally been not only narrower in its field of operations than a movement 

of broad social transformation such as feminism, but also much more incrementally reformist and 

institutionally conformist than Irish republicanism.’56 Therefore, Clearly summarises, because of 

little sustained analysis of any of the various movements or intellectual and cultural histories of 

the left in general, James Connolly who was a prolific writer seems to have to ‘carry the whole of 

the Irish left on his shoulders.’57 This occurs due to a gap in knowledge. 

 

Around the turn of the twentieth century was a relatively quiet period for the Irish press in Britain. 

During the Irish War of Independence, the IRA became active throughout British cities. For 

example, in 1920 when fifteen warehouses were burnt in Liverpool and a window-breaking 

campaign was organised in London in 1921. Amid the political turbulence, The Irish Exile was 

founded by the chair of the Irish Self Determination League of Great Britain, Art O’Brien in 

London in 1921 as ‘an organ of Irish movements in and around London’. It was a newspaper of 

the League that supported Dáil Éireann and held meetings, demonstrations and raised funds. 

Although it had a great start with its circulation once peaked at 10,000 copies, the newspaper 

quickly ceased after a few issues in 1922. No studies have been conducted on this paper. Although 

it is not focused on the newspaper, one of the most recent studies of Irish nationalism in London 

is by Mary MacDiarmada’s Art O’Brien and Irish Nationalism in London, 1900-25. In her book, 

she analyses Irish nationalism in London by examining the life of O’Brien, a member of the Gaelic 

League, Sinn Féin, the Irish Volunteers, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, and the Irish Self-

Determination League of Great Britain as a central axis. This book is joining the most popular 

research period of Irish history and shedding light on the Irish exile politics in England which is 

also an under-researched subject.  

 

The 1950s was the height of Irish emigration to Britain. As it was mentioned earlier, a large number 

of general books exist. One of the most insightful books is An Irish Navvy: The Diary of an Exile 
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57 Ibid., p12 



21 
 

by Donall MacAmhlaigh. He kept a diary in Irish and his observation probably echoes the 

sentiment of average Irish wage labourers in London. Like the majority of rural Catholic 

immigrants, he was sceptical about the ID and the CA in the 1950s when he arrived but he 

eventually became an avid supporter of the paper and became a regular contributor. 

 

Outside the public sphere 

In Ireland during the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries, radical newspapers were broader 

and more intense58 than their British counterparts although most of these papers were short-lived 

due to numerous factors. The thriving radical newspaper business meant a large majority of people 

in Ireland had issues in life and their opinions needed immediate political attention as they 

attempted to use the radical press to function as an agent of change in addition to solidarity and 

educational purposes. Campaigning journalism is an established field in Ireland. According to the 

Irish Newspaper Archives, 114 newspapers are listed between 1886 and 1939 although most of 

these papers were ephemeral as running a newspaper is not easy without clear goals, policies, 

sufficient finance and a readership. Provincial newspapers are not included in this figure. Moreover, 

a plethora of general newspapers in Ireland during this period somewhat had a radical element. 

This explains that compared to Britain, the radical newspaper industry in Ireland was quite 

competitive, although Legg pointed out that the quality of some Irish newspapers was not a high 

standard.59 During the same period, Irish immigrants in the US established numerous radical 

newspapers and were actively involved with the workers’ and nationalistic movements. For 

example, Welsh immigrants in the US, showed little interest in the organisation of labour and 

setting up their own radical newspapers. The Welsh press in Wales showed little concern for the 

working class and socialism because trade unionism was slow to develop in Wales, therefore, when 

they moved to the US, ‘there was little tradition of trade unionism to take with them.’60 Dian Rhys 

Hopkin’s study of Welsh newspapers in the US identified: ‘there is little evidence of any serious 

interest in socialism or working-class politics in the Welsh periodicals.’61 He further explains that 

 
58 After going through radical newspapers in Ireland, it was interesting to find it out although the quality could be 

mediocre than the British counterparts and most of them were ephemeral, sometimes printed only one issue. 

Evidently, the papers in Ireland functioned as a tool to vent and protest from its inception. 
59 Legg, Newspapers and Nationalism, p14 
60 Hopkin, Dian, Rhys, ‘Welsh Immigrants to the United States and their Press, 1840-1930’, in Harzig, Christiane, et 

al, (ed.), 1985, The Press of Labor Migrants in Europe and North America, 1880s to 1930s, Publications of the 
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the Welsh periodicals in the US ‘mostly contained material of ubiquitous interest’ and ‘tended to 

be politically neutral.’62  

 

This is a stark contrast to the Irish press. This explains why Irish people started their tradition of 

establishing a radical newspaper as soon as they left Ireland. They were at the margins in Ireland, 

Britain or the US and, in the words of Jurgen Habermas, they had been outside the public sphere. 

According to Habermas, the public sphere is an arena of public debate so that general concern can 

be discussed, and opinions formed which is vital for effective democratic participation. However, 

according to his theory, the public sphere was constituted by excluding certain social groups, 

namely ethnic minorities and non-property owners and women. As McNicholas demonstrates, the 

Irish immigrants in Britain were excluded in the nineteenth century as they were ‘a despised and 

unheeded minority.’63 Nearly a century later, things did not improve significantly in London in 

terms of the way they were treated by the host society and its system. Much of British industry 

remained ‘suspicious of Irish labour and this suspicion had been enhanced by the turbulent events 

in Ireland.’64  

 

Habermas’s argument has attracted the attention of many researchers and scholars. Although his 

theory has a valid point, one of the reasons why it receives much criticism is that his participatory 

public sphere theory ignores texts and contexts. Dallas Liddle elaborates that ‘it only works when 

its participants stop reading and start talking to each other.’65 Curran also argues that the rise of 

the public sphere pays ‘too little attention to low politics, clientelist power relations and debased 

journalism.’66 As Habermas generalises his theory in a specific social setting, Curran further 

contests that the theory discounts the empowering consequences of the introduction of mass 

democracy and the growth of prosperity. In fact, according to Curran, the working-class people 

refused to remain ‘below the level of their bourgeois and to be put down by the exclusionary 

norms’.67 Although the radical press was excluded from the mainstream media by default, its role 
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as the mouthpiece of society was an essential element in the process of empowerment and 

democracy as a history of Chartism journalism indicates. Thus, understanding the press of 

marginalised group offers an understanding into their community. Cole McCreary’s study on a 

marginalised paper highlights that ‘studying a minority group can provide insights into the broader 

historical situation.’68 Ultimately, examining a newspaper on the margins can highlight root causes 

of problems. 

 

The Left-wing press 

Scholars acknowledge that the Irish left-wing press in Ireland and Britain has been receiving little 

attention even though they identify their influential role of the press as ‘the forging of national 

identities.’69 Marshall McLuhan argued that newspapers allowed people to ‘see’ their vernacular 

tongue and to identify it with national unity and power, and this was popularised by Benedict 

Anderson who emphasised the role of newspapers to imagine themselves as part of a national 

community.70 The studies of the Irish immigrant press that functioned as a left publication or a 

political movement during the war, post-war period and beyond have not been addressed so far.   

  

Before James Connolly wrote numerous books, two notable German immigrants in England, 

Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx analysed Ireland and Irish working-class people in Britain with a 

great deal of scrutiny and enthusiasm as a case study of exploitation by the imperial power. 

According to Ireland and the Irish Question, a compilation of essays, Ireland was the first country 

to develop a national liberation movement. While Engels described Ireland as ‘the mainspring of 

all the workers’ movements’ and those who cross the ocean were the easy target of abuse as ‘the 

hungry Irish, desperate for food and work, were cynically used by employers to undermine wages 

and blackleg on strikes during the mid-1800s,’71 Marx assertively observed: ‘The English working 

class will never accomplish anything until it has got rid of Ireland…English reaction in England 

had its roots…in the subjugation of Ireland. The lever must be applied in Ireland.’72 According to 

Marx, the cause of English labour was inextricably bound up with the liberation of Ireland, whose 
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cheap labour was a continual threat to the English unions; ‘her economic subjection…must be 

abolished before Ireland’s English masters, among whom the English working class (who treated 

the Irish much as the ‘poor whites’ of the Southern states of America treated the Negroes) must be 

included, could hope to emancipate themselves and create a free society.’73 The press played an 

essential role to remedy the situation. Marx was aware that a press organ was essential for a 

movement when he was planning to get complete control of the Bee-Hive as an organ of the 

International in 1864.74  

  

One of the left press’s main functions is to operate along with a movement. As the left newspapers 

stand ‘within a particular journalistic tradition,’ 75  Jane Ure-Smith states that revolutionary 

newspapers in Britain, namely Black Dwarf, Republican and Northern Star, emerged as ‘the 

mouthpiece of militant sections of the working class.’76 Bruce Nelson describes the left press as 

‘the movement’s public face.’77 The role of the left press as an agitator and organiser is detailed in 

Lenin’s What is to be done? He attempted to overthrow the Russian absolute monarchy abroad by 

using his newspaper Iskra, or spark in Russian, for the Russian Social-Democratic Labour Party. 

Lenin argued that working class people do not become political by fighting economic battles, 

therefore the paper ‘must be the mainline by which we may unswervingly develop, deepen, and 

expand the organization (i.e. the revolutionary organization that is ever ready to support every 

protest and every outbreak.)’78  In Iskra (No.4), L. Nadezhdin explained that building strong 

political organizations in the localities is paramount and the challenge is that ‘we have been 

carrying on our work mainly among intellectually enlightened workers, while the masses have 

been engaged almost exclusively in the economic struggle.’79 In this process, Lenin laid out a 

strategy to focus on training leaders. ‘Even the worker intellectuals have been engaged almost 

exclusively in the economic struggle,’ therefore, ‘the masses will never learn to conduct the 
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political struggle until we help to train leaders for this struggle, both from among the worker 

intellectuals and from among the middle-class intellectuals.’80  

 

Similar to Iskra, the Irish left press’s task has been traditionally to organise the masses politically. 

The studies by Hugh Oram and Legg identified that Irish histories of the press ‘focused on the role 

played by newspapers in the nationalist movement.’81 McNicholas also finds that the Irish press in 

Victorian England functioned as a political organiser in the cause of separatism. In order to 

organise, it was crucial for the Irish diaspora press to collaborate with working-class left organs 

and to support for other working-class movements or political parties. For example, the emphasis 

of the Irish diaspora press in the US and within the British settlers’ colonies had been on the class 

and the ethnic-religious interests with campaigning and propaganda elements. David Brundage’s 

study further proves this point as the Irish press in the US worked along with other organisations 

such as the Land League. He found that the League, a trans-Atlantic organisation, put forward a 

brand of anti-monopoly politics that dovetailed neatly with American labour radicalism, leading 

directly to the heavy Irish American participation in the Knights of Labor.82 In his newspaper, The 

Labor Enquirer, Joseph Buchanan reported on the social life of Denver’s Irish-American 

community, while simultaneously giving expression to radical versions of Land League ideas. In 

so doing, he was able to make the labour press and the labour movement ‘a kind of pole around 

which a series of ethnic activities revolved’.83 The press uniting the masses or different people has 

been a recurrent theme of the Irish diaspora which is crucial in order to operate as a powerful 

campaign tool.  

 

For the last twenty years, the trend on journalism/media have been digital- and internet-focused 

and their contents significantly varies such as issues on radical and socialist, counter-cultural, 

LGBT, amongst others. Although there were several shorter texts, Atton and Hamilton wrote the 

first academic book-length work of alternative journalism. According to them, the definition of 

alternative journalism: is ‘produced outside mainstream media institutions and networks;’ ‘can 
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include the media of protest groups, dissidents, fringe political organisations, even fans and 

hobbyists;’84 tends to be produced by amateurs85 and volunteers86; is concerned with representing 

the interests and needs of ‘under-represented groups in society’;87 is ‘a kind of activity instead of 

a specific, definitive kind of news story, publication or mode of organization,’ and  depends 

‘entirely on what it is responding to’;88 ‘may be home to explorations of individual enthusiasm and 

sub-cultural identity just as much as to radical visions of society and the polity’;89 is ‘best seen as 

a kind of activity instead of as a specific, definitive kind of news story, publication or mode of 

organization’;90 and challenges to dominant practices.91 Although recent books typically do not 

mention diaspora newspapers, the IF/ID perfectly fit into the definition. Atton and Hamilton have 

acknowledged that Chartism journalism was alternative although the term ‘alternative’ was not 

commonly used in those days. 92  The terms alternative, radical and left could be used 

interchangeably.  

 

Communist connection 

The CPGB is a well-researched field and copious studies on the British Left in relation to the CP 

have been conducted as Communists were leading the British Left during the early twentieth 

century. James Jupp explains that during this period, ‘the Communist Party benefited in strength 

and influence’93 from various united Left campaigns and ‘many on the Left positively sought out 

Communists and espoused Communist ideas without being enticed, misled or coerced.’94 The 

IF/ID was part of this trend as they closely worked with the CPGB. However, the dearth of 

monographs of the Left press means that the communist and communist-influenced press is not 

thoroughly scrutinised. Despite the fact that the CPGB have been thoroughly examined by 

numerous historians, no in-dept research on its newspaper The DW has been conducted, although 

in shorter texts, the paper was examined by Jane Ure-Smith, Lewis Young and Cole McCreary. 
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Considering all Irish newspapers in England had been ephemeral in the past, one of the remarkable 

achievements of the ID is its longevity. This could be attributed the way in which the CC/CA 

collaborated with affiliates, namely communists and various left movements. Although the ID 

ceased to exist, the CA is still a key organisation that represents Irish Republican ideals in Britain. 

They have played an unprecedented role in the British Labour and Irish republican movement, 

however, there is no dedicated study on the CC/CA either. Nonetheless, as a growing sub-genre 

of Cold War Studies subject, there are a few shorter texts that examined the role of the CA as a 

political catalyst through its newspaper when examining the CP. In The CPGB, the Connolly 

Association and Irish communism, 1945-1962, Patrick Smylie analyses the relationship between 

the CPGB and Irish communists in Ireland and Britain as well as the dynamic of Irish emigrant 

politics in the post-war era. According to him, the Irish communist movement was characterised 

by overlapping and occasionally fractious relationships amongst the CPGB, the Irish communist 

parties and the CA.95 He uses ID articles as references. Kevin Morgan, Gidon Cohen and Andrew 

Flinn in their Communists and British Society 1920-1991 devoted only five pages on Irish CPGB 

members who were Irish members and of Irish descent, or also known as Sinn Féiners.96 The book 

omits the CC/CA’s contribution to the CPGB although these two organs had a reciprocal 

relationship. The authors consulted no IF/ID articles nor mentioned of the newspaper in their book. 

However, it acknowledges that a substantial number of Sinn Féiners were amongst its members as 

‘support for the aims and methods of the Irish struggle translated into communist attachments.’97 

In any case, the CA, as an Irish republican political organisation in Britain close to the CPGB, was 

seen by British Communists as a potential means of winning recruits amongst Britain’s growing 

post-war Irish community. Mike Milotte’s study Communism in Modern Ireland: The Pursuit of 

the Workers’ Republic since 1916, also briefly examines the role of the CA without consulting its 

paper. Because of its connection with the CPs, the Catholic Church was vehemently against the 

CA. Gerard Madden’s study, The Connolly Association, the Catholic Church, and anti-

communism in Britain and Ireland during the early Cold War examines clerical opposition to the 

CA in early cold war Britain and Ireland drawing chiefly on diocesan archives, Catholic periodicals 
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and ID articles were used as references. 

 

Other connections 

So called ‘the Troubles’ is another subject that is written and examined extensively in multiple 

fields. Although it is a relatively small province, a substantial number of books on Northern Ireland 

have been written since 1969. This makes the province ‘arguably the most researched piece of 

territory per capita in the world.’ 98   In recent years, the CA’s contribution in an effort to 

democratise Northern Ireland has started receiving attention. The CA’s footsteps are ubiquitously 

found throughout the civil rights movement of the 1960s. Northern Ireland’s 68 by Simon Prince 

offers an innovative interpretation of the civil rights movement in Northern Ireland as he set it 

within the context of the global revolt of 1968. He uses Northern Ireland as a case study, albeit, 

the most tragic story. Prince uses ID articles as references throughout the book. Prince’s 

book/thesis was reviewed and supported by Paul Bew who is considered as one of the authorities 

of Northern Irish history. One of Bew’s books The State in Northern Ireland 1921-72 was written 

with Peter Gibbon and Henry Patterson in 1979 which offers a valuable and fresh perspective 

compared to Catholic or/and nationalist scholars’ research which dominates the majority in the 

field of Irish/Northern Irish Studies and Politics. In this book, which provides a Marxist account 

of the formation of the ‘Northern Ireland statelet,’ the authors managed to mention no NICRA or 

the CA or its newspaper and used the word ‘civil rights movement’ only a few times which was 

the dominant and decisive political theme in Northern Ireland from the late 1950s throughout the 

1960s that ultimately led to the collapse of Stormont. Catholic or Irish scholars and nationalists 

typically disagree with their views and Greaves wrote a critical book review in the ID and called 

it the ‘mew, gibber and patter school of Irish historians.’99 This book is the epitome of how highly 

educated local Protestant and Catholic people have completely different perspectives when it 

comes to the origin of Northern Ireland, its history, terminologies and political developments. This 

also explains why it is not straightforward for Protestant and Catholic Northern scholars to research 

together as they have fundamentally opposed historical views. Therefore, Bew’s studies namely 

Ireland: The Politics of Enmity 1789-2006 and his other book with Patterson The British State and 

the Ulster Crisis: From Wilson to Thatcher are all valuable to understand the other side of the 
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spectrum.  

 

Another field notable to mention is an alliance of the left movement, in particular, the Labour Party 

as the CA focused on dealing with Labour politicians. Paul Dixon’s unpublished thesis The British 

Labour Party and Northern Ireland 1959-74 and Northern Ireland: The Politics of War and Peace 

have some sections that examined the CA in relation to the Labour Party. In the book, he does 

reference ID articles a few times but not heavily relies on them. He acknowledges that the role of 

the CA is significant but insufficiently researched. 

 

During this process of political struggle, the CA and its paper functioned as one of the main 

politicising agents amongst Irish people in Britain. The most valuable book on the republican left 

is Roy Johnston’s autobiographical and biographical book of himself and his father, Century of 

Endeavour which contains strategies of the CA which is ‘the best source to date for the story of 

Irish Republicanism,’ according to Anthony Coughlan, while Smylie called it ‘the most useful 

work from an involved individual.’100 A former member of the Communist Party in Ireland and 

Britain, the CA, Wolfe Tone Society, IRA and Sinn Féin with a PhD in physics, Johnston - one of 

the most influential politicisers in Ireland in the 1960s - contributed numerous articles to the ID as 

well as to the development of the CA, politicisation of IRA and Sinn Féin members in Ireland. 

Based on his diaries, first-hand experience and the account of his father Joe who was an academic 

and politician, this book provides a great insight into the republican movement.  

 

Despite its relatively compact size, politics of Northern Ireland is ‘possibly the most heavily 

researched area on earth.’101 However, there is an unscrutinised subject about ‘the period that 

preceded the crisis and the revival of militant and armed republicanism’102 and Matt Treacy has 

challenged to fill in the knowledge gaps in his The IRA 1956-69: Rethinking the Republic. This 

study examines developments within the republican movement before catastrophic events took 

place in 1969 and discusses divisions within the republican movement which is a pioneering 

attempt. Most books on the Irish republican movement, the conflict in Northern Ireland and British 

 
100 Smylie, Patrick, Irish communism 1945-70: Cold War, Partition and Convergence, (unpublished PhD thesis, 
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trade union and labour movements typically make no reference to the IF/ID. As an exception to 

this, articles of the ID are used to explain various political events in Treacy’s book. Unfortunately, 

his book suffers from errors both major and minor which included dates and names. Moreover, his 

usage of the terms has caused criticism. For example, he uses the terms ‘modernising’ and 

‘traditionalist’ to describe the two factions because he states they were the most accurate and 

neutral descriptions of the conflicting wings of the republican movement. 103  Some scholars 

enquire: ‘when do the modern times of the modernisers begin and when do they end?’ 104 

Nevertheless, this study offers fresh insights into the history of the IRA and Sinn Féin and their 

relationship with other left elements and provokes debate to further examine the subject. 

 

Combining the Irish-dominated fields - journalism and trade unionism, and their political 

aspirations, nationalism - the IF/ID functioned as an unprecedented campaigning tool during this 

period of political turmoil. It was a mixture of diaspora press and left-wing press. Notwithstanding 

their historical significance, no scholars have devoted attention to examining how it operated. In 

Britain, Irish affairs are often not identified, acknowledged, and addressed properly. Their 

invisibility is one of the reasons for a dearth of published material on Irish affairs in Britain. A 

humble Irish bulletin newsletter that started in London became the longest established Irish 

campaigning paper ever existed and contributed to the British working-class movement. As the 

effect of this Irish newspaper in England in the context of labour and nationalism history does not 

receive the attention it should, this thesis will attempt to shed light on the subject.  

Sources 

The lack of previous scholarly research could mean the paucity of production records however, 

various documents are available at the archives and libraries. The arguments of this thesis are 

constructed upon a wide range of published and unpublished primary sources. State papers that 

are generated by intelligence services in the UK are cited throughout the thesis, as well as non-

state archives have been gleaned. The IF/ID is accessible online and printed version of newspapers 

are available at the British Newspaper Library. Unpublished historical documents have been 

thoroughly assessed. Desmond Greaves who was involved with the paper and its organisation 

 
103 Ibid., p6 
104 Coughlan, Anthony, ‘The IRA in the 1960s: Rethinking the Republic?’ Review, Indymedia Ireland, 2011, p1 



31 
 

almost from its inception became largely responsible for developing it and edited the newspaper 

from 1948 to 1988 kept detailed records, including journals and all the existing physical notebooks 

and journals are at the Greaves Archive in Dublin. 105  A 1950s navvy 106  writer Donall 

MacAmhlaigh’s diaries and notebooks are in the National Library in Dublin. Roy Johnston, 

another prolific writer, has his personal website which contained a large number of his writing 

entries and other writing materials. Greaves’ correspondence with other communist members 

exists at the Labour History Archive and Study Centre in Manchester. The Movement for Colonial 

Freedom and Fenner Brockway related documents can be found at the Churchill Archives Centre. 

Various meetings, events and other corresponding documents by CC/CA members can be found 

at the National Archives at Kew, the CPGB Archive and the TUC London Metropolitan University 

Archives. Census statistics also provide information and vital material about the newspaper, 

newsagents, and readers. CA statements, campaign leaflets, manifestos, speeches and immigrants’ 

accounts and advertisements can highlight to understand how the newspaper was produced to reach 

a wider audience. Moreover, in order to gain inside knowledge, this thesis draws upon oral 

testimony from the people who were involved with the organisation or who used to read the paper. 

I attempted to consult the files of HO 325/91 – Speakers’ Corner, Hyde Park: collection of 

applications from various Irish political groups, at the National Archives but they are not publicly 

disclosed. I contacted the Home Office which holds them, and they wrote back to me to inform 

that ‘The information held within file HO 325/91 is exempt from disclosure under section 23(1) 

(information supplied by, or relating to, bodies dealing with security matters) or 24 (1) (national 

security) of the FOI (Freedom of Information) Act.  

Some considerations and challenging factors of this newspaper were posed. For instance, how to 

tackle and narrow down the scale of material, namely a substantial number of newspaper articles 

have been an issue. Given that the time-consuming nature of discourse analysis, how to undertake 

the detailed analysis of a large number of articles? From vast quantities of sources, the selected 

articles based on the case studies have been evaluated and assessed whether they could represent 

chosen topics. Although newspapers are available online as well as hardcopies, some parts are not 

 
105 Diaries of Greaves were transcribed by his literature executor Anthony Coughlan and eventually being put on the 
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readable and missing. Another challenging aspect that could affect the project was how to assess 

its effectiveness. How to know their message was conveyed? How to define their success or to 

arrive at valid conclusions? The scarcity of certain resources and interpretations have been 

addressed by examining other newspapers of the period, such as the Daily Worker, An Phoblacht, 

The Irish News and Catholic newspapers as well as looking at major campaigns and movements 

themselves.  

 

Methodology 

This research project is to locate the IF/ID in the wider context of the period within the British 

sovereign framework and how it attempted to achieve its mission. In order to understand how 

important certain factors and articles were and how and why these were chosen, newspaper articles 

have been examined through frame analysis. Framing a problem, or an issue means that 

highlighting a certain affected group that has a specific issue or characteristic to readers or 

audience. Scholars argue that the term framing has no single definition, indicating that it can be 

defined in numerous ways depending on the context. For example, Marie Hardin describes it is 

‘the process in which a point of view on a given issue is used to interpret and present reality’,107 

while Denis McQuail outlines that it is ‘a way of giving some overall interpretation to isolated 

items of fact.’ 108  This newspaper naturally framed certain topics and incidents with its own 

understanding.  

 

Framing analysis is a relatively new academic discipline, but it is becoming the norm and 

frequently used to analyse certain ethnic groups and discrimination practices in particular in the 

field of media studies such as the September 11 attacks and the Black Lives Matter movement. To 

analyse social injustice, Matthew Nisbet demonstrates that news frames activate ‘the core values 

of either individualism or humanitarianism as the criteria by which audiences evaluate anti-poverty 

initiatives.’109 In this process, journalists ‘tend to use information that is consistent with their 
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frames and pay less attention to other information.’ 110  In the case of the IF/ID, its writers 

continuously applied certain frames in order to convey their message. In the paper, the Irish in 

Britain, Ireland or elsewhere were depicted as victims, while the British as oppressors which set 

the tone of language. Sophie Lecheler highlights that the repetitive frame ‘exposes and strengthens 

the framing effect because repetition causes an increase in attitude certainty.’111 As a campaigning 

paper, the IF/ID constantly used comments from the same individuals and organisations and its 

frame was consistent as its focus was on agitating and democratising Britain, not merely offering 

information to an audience.  

 

This study looked at how the paper used repetitive news framing. Frontpage top stories, civil rights 

and discrimination articles were gathered and analysed to frame topics. As these topics are the 

main theme of the paper, the writers wrote with a specific angle that is aligned with the 

organisation’s mission. Paul D’Angelo states that framing research focuses on ‘how journalists 

communicate their preferred meanings of events and issues.’112 The IF/ID framed Irish workers 

and immigrants as oppressed and second-class citizens, while the British imperialism, the 

Stormont regime and unionists as perpetrators and fascists. In the same way, the British media 

typically described the Irish as troublemakers, criminals, job takers and tuberculosis carriers. The 

situation in Ireland and Northern Ireland was relatively out of the public sphere, and the Irish in 

Britain remained excluded from the mainstream press and political debates during most of the 

research period. However, it is important to note that after the IRA - although the loyalist 

paramilitaries also became active, we had no information about them from the British media - 

became a national emergency in the late 1960s and threat, the British media started reporting about 

them but, ‘as if they were the only cause of the conflict and the British the only victims,’ as 

observed by Liz Curtis.113 Frames can be subjective which depend on writers’ point of view, 

knowledge and experience. Baldwin van Gorp explains that the frames are ‘all rooted in common 

cultural themes, such as the archetypes of villain, victim and tragic hero, and each individual has 

a pregiven destiny, therefore, depending on writers who frame the issue, the meaning of it changes 
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fundamentally.’114 The IF/ID fought back against the existence of media bias. As a result of the 

BBC Northern Ireland and other mainstream reporters’ usage of a specific frame on the IRA and 

the Irish in general, the Irish in Britain were further depicted in a negative way which reinforced 

Irish myths. In this process, the IF/ID attempted to write, by focusing on the facts, reframed their 

misstatements or stories and rewrite them with their own interpretation. Lecheler explains that ‘an 

issue-specific social injustice news frame would lead individuals to consider that something should 

really be done to rectify this injustice, with the consequence of a feeling of anger emerging to 

defend those that are wronged by the system.’115  

 

The framing was essential to create the labour and civil rights movement. By publishing numerous 

discrimination cases and injustice-related articles, the paper attempted to mobilise the workers 

along with the labour movement as the majority of Irish people in England belonged to the working 

class. Although, this framing method was used throughout the research period, in the 1940s and 

1950s in particular, the paper’s focus was on encouraging readers to join CA campaigns and trade 

unions, and in the 1960s, its main focus shifted to activism as the principal frame.  In the 1960s, 

at the height of activism and the civil rights movement, the frequency of articles in the IF/ID 

mentioning general prejudice, anti-Irish, race/religious discrimination, slander, insult, attack 

increased significantly, as well as Northern Ireland-related stories and so were the initiative-

focused articles such as discrimination and race relations bills, law and legal. The way the paper 

framed during this decade is most palpable as they aggressively pushed their agenda. 

 

Structure  

This thesis is divided into five chapters and written thematically and narratively to examine the 

role of the newspaper within the working-class movement. How did they attempt to unite Ireland 

and working people in England through mobilising the working class?  

 

The first chapter delineates the genesis of the organisation and its newspaper. This section provides 

an overview of its origin, the role of the newspaper and its business practice. What were their 
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objectives? The paper’s parent organisation is also examined as it is essential to understand the 

newspaper function.   

 

Chapter Two examines their communist connection whether the paper was a communist front. 

Although the organisation reiterated that it was not a CP organ, there were several CP members in 

the organisation that were writing the articles. Was it a newspaper of the working-class movement 

or party paper? What challenges have they encountered? This section considers the similarities of 

the IF/ID and the flagship newspaper of the CPGB, the DW as these papers share some common 

features.  

 

Chapter Three analyses how the newspaper attempted to unite workers. How did the paper interpret 

the working class and labour movement? How did the paper frame and proactively write and 

influence labour movements by focusing on their grievances? This section provides the method 

newspapers used to mobilise workers by drawing special attention to construction workers and 

nurses. 

 

Chapter Four looks at how the paper attempted to unite two Irelands by cooperating with their 

allies such as Labour Party MPs, MCF, NCCL, John Hosteller, SF/IRA, and APL. The 

newspaper’s aim was to make the Irish question a political issue. This was considered as a step 

forward to unite two Irelands. How did they attempt to make the Irish question a political issue? 

This section also explores the way paper interpreted the Labour Party initiative Friends of Ireland. 

Essentially, this chapter highlights how the newspaper articles attempted to improve the conditions 

they were in by working simultaneously with politicians, lawmakers, and policymakers, ultimately 

attempted to democratise Britain.  

 

The last chapter is divided into two sections with cultural thematic subjects. Two themes - 

cultural/Gaelic nationalism and sports journalism were chosen to see how these distinctive and 

diaspora subjects were written in the paper. What role did the newspaper play in cultural and sports 

nationalism? Similar to typical Irish newspapers, the IF/ID had Gaelic and cultural pages with 

Irish/republican songs, poems and occasional articles in Irish although they did not appear 

consistently in the pages. The GAA was a political tool for the nationalist movement and boxing 



36 
 

coverage was also imperative in their psychology as fighters were considered as potent symbols 

of nationalism and a fighting spirit. This section also looks at the role of cultural and sports 

journalism within the cultural and nationalist movement.  

 

Finally, brief front page analysis is added in the appendix section in order to identify new insights. 

By looking at front page articles, it confirms the general trend of the three decades and ups and 

downs of the labour movement. 

 

The history that follows offers a rounded and comprehensive analysis of the key issues and themes 

that influenced the political development and ethos of an Irish diaspora newspaper during 1939-

1973. It traces the newspaper and its organisation’s political progress or lack thereof, in the British 

contexts. As their political and labour activities in the mid-twentieth century deserve historical 

scrutiny, this project will be filling in an important gap in knowledge and the annals of British 

working-class history in England. Since Brexit has started to revive the border debate, the idea of 

Irish unification is gaining momentum. This is a timely study to look at the most affected 

population in Britain. As no study of the IF/ID exists, this thesis offers the first comprehensive 

analysis of the paper and provides an alternative avenue from which to understand modern Ireland. 

It is hoped that this thesis will shed some light not only on Irish exile politics but British labour 

history. 
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Chapter One: Why a new paper? 

  

‘It is impossible to have a movement here without its own press organ,’116 Marx wrote to Engels 

in 1864. Newspapers were crucial to spread knowledge and information. Many researchers have 

acknowledged that the press is a vital tool to examine a movement or a left organisation. Bruce 

Nelson describes that newspapers functions as ‘the movement’s public face.’117 A movement 

needs to be accompanied by a newspaper in order to spread the message as many people as possible.  

 

ID articles repeatedly wrote that the Irish in England played an essential role in contributing to the 

history of British working-class movement. According to a Connolly Publication pamphlet, it 

claims that ‘at all times Irish exiles have been active to some degree, with the labour movement, 

advancing labour interests and simultaneously the cause of Irish freedom.’118 Exile politics and the 

diaspora press in Britain have been bringing Irish people together and the groundwork to fight 

against the British Empire had been laid out. The IF/ID was launched to function as an instrumental 

campaign tool in this process as it proactively printed articles about democracy, grievances, civil 

rights, Irish history, trade unionism, republicanism, and cultural nationalism in the hope that it 

would influence all workers and people in Britain. To understand how a voice of the working-class 

movement was created through an immigrant newspaper, this first section explores its origin, 

newspaper business, roles, and some of the characteristics of the paper. The second section 

chronologically attempts to explain how and why the paper was transformed over the years and to 

chart the progress of the paper.  

 

The origin  

The 1920 Government of Ireland Act created two Irelands. Twenty-six counties of the southern 

part eventually obtained semi-political independence,119 but ‘ownership and control of the basic 

means of production, distribution, and wealth remained in the same hands, thus its economy stayed 
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inextricably bound with Britain.’120 The impact of the division only added more hardship to 

working-class people as unemployment and poverty on both sides of the border was a recurring 

theme and emigration continued. Under these social and political conditions that stemmed from 

partition, a republican movement started to revive as it always came in waves during the period of 

turmoil. It was during this period the Republican Congress emerged. This republican Marxist-

Leninist political organisation was established by the left wing in the IRA leadership Peadar 

O’Donnell, Frank Ryan and George Gilmore in Athlone in 1934. Its intention was to be the 

‘rallying centre for all anti-Imperialist sections of the Irish Nation for a united Republican drive 

against British power in Ireland.’121 As the 1930s was the period of the revival of communism, 

communists were ubiquitous in the republican left movement. Mike Milotte claims that under 

communist leadership, the goal of the national struggle would be the ‘Workers’ and Farmers’ 

Republic,’ 122  because they had a strong sentiment that the Communist Party was ‘the only 

organisation capable of resisting fascism.’123 Therefore, the primary purpose of the Congress was 

to realise the Labour-Republican unity which represented ‘a radical but ineffectual attempt to wean 

the IRA from its tunnel vision’124 and work with the support of the Labour Party, the Communist 

Party of Ireland (CPI) and County Councils. Gilmore was open to innovative ideas and 

collaborations. What he primarily intended to do with the Congress was to organise125 and to learn 

new methods of struggle.126 Diarmaid Ferriter has pointed out that this was considered as ‘the first 

organised attempt to mobilise such forces as a group distinct from the conservative middle-class 

leadership’.127 This was an unprecedented move, however, shortly the CPI’s influence on the 

Republican Congress became dominant and consequently, their relationships were frequently 

fraught. Milotte states that the CPI ‘subordinated the communist movement to the broader labour 

movement and moderated its policies in an attempt to attract liberal middle-class support.’128 This 

indicates that their aspiration was mobilising the working class, but they continued to rely on the 

 
120 Streib, Gordon, ‘Social Stratification in the Republic of Ireland: The Horizontal and Vertical Mosaic’ in 

Ethnology, vol. 12, No. 3 (July 1973), p342 
121 Gilmore, George, 1974, The Irish Republican Congress, The Cork Workers Club, Cork, p7 
122 Milotte, Mike, 1984, Communism in Modern Ireland: The Pursuit of the Workers’ Republic since 1916, Gill and 

Macmillan, Dublin, p141 
123 Ibid., p150 
124 Fitzpatrick, David, 1996, The Two Irelands, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p196 
125 Gilmore, The Irish Republican Congress, p9 
126 Ibid., p22 
127 Ferriter, Diarmaid, 2004, The Transformation of Ireland 1900-2000, Profile Books, London, p415 
128 Milotte, Communism in Modern Ireland, p158 



39 
 

middle class. The CPI had its own publication the Worker but decided to abandon it and joined 

with the Republican Congress and Northern Ireland Socialist Party in producing a new newspaper 

called the Irish Democrat ‘under the imprint of the amorphous Progressive Publications 

Society.’129 Milotte argues that the title of the newspaper contradicted its politics ‘because in terms 

of style and content, it was designed for a middle-class audience rather than for workers.’130 This 

is probably the reason why the publication printed only a few issues, from March to December 

1937, as it had neither solid readership nor editorial strategies. The Republican Congress had its 

weekly newspaper Republican Congress to ‘spread the doctrine of the United front against 

Imperialism’131 and other small-scale publications but none of these lasted long enough to make 

an impact. Although the Republican Congress attempted to mobilise working-class people to 

create a movement, ideological differences, internal divisions and unfocused strategies failed to 

make them a powerful tool. For example, Milotte demonstrates that Sinn Féin and the IRA made 

a strategic error as they were ‘providing the petty-bourgeois component and the communists, or 

the proletarian leadership were converting the republican movement to communism rather than 

cultivating an appreciation of the need for an alliance with the communists.’132 The failure of the 

Republican Congress’s Irish Democrat indicates that the CPI’s efforts to attract working class 

support had been unsuccessful, as they were unable to win the allies,133 as well as alienated many 

socialists.134  

 

A London branch of the Republican Congress was promptly launched but changed its name and 

turned into the Connolly Club when the parent organisation was disbanded. Named after Irish 

socialist republican James Connolly, it was formed in the offices of the Amalgamated Engineering 

Union, at the Engineers Hall, Doughty Street, London in 1938. The newly launched organisation 

was comprised of former members of London branches of the Republican Congress, the Irish 

section of League Against Imperialism, and the Irish Self-Determination League. The organisation 

fitted ‘loosely into the general left-wing and anti-fascist movement of those days’, 135  and it 
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promptly started publishing a quarterly bulletin Irish Front. With regard to its bulletin title, 

‘everything on the left was a ‘front’ at that time.’136 Aimed to ‘give Irish exiles significant news 

of the situation at home’, it was started by Charles Donnelly and Leslie Daiken, who originally 

arrived in London as ‘impecunious students.’137 The CC continued to encourage the Irish in Britain 

with their mission of winning support for the ending of partition and working closely with the 

British trade unions and Labour movement for the interests of Irish immigrants in Britain.138 

Roddy Connolly, son of James, took the responsibility to act as the organisation’s first president 

who was also the first president of the CPI in 1921 and an Irish Labour Party politician. Many of 

the early leaders and members were communist party members and republicans. The first secretary 

was Michael McInerney who was also a member of the CPGB. The CC Committee included: Sean 

Mulgrew, James Sally, Mrs P. Quinn, P. Corbett, Tom Dunn, D. Henry, W. Mitton, T.J. McArdle, 

Michael McInerney, C. O’Farrell, John McAvoy and Ewart Milne. In February 1939, membership 

increased rapidly as returned Irishmen from the Spanish Civil War joined the Club. Many of them 

were unable to find a job in Ireland and they unwillingly moved to London to make a living. 

Shortly, the branches were set up across the country, including major cities of Irish settlements, in 

particular in London, Birmingham, Coventry, Liverpool and Manchester. Sharing the same goals 

and mission, the Irish Self-Determination League was absorbed into the CC. In a strict sense, the 

CC was not a brand-new group. It was created upon an already solid base of Irish republicanism 

with the Irish diaspora, the amalgamation of those values and trade union activities in England that 

functioned along with a working-class labour movement. The CC was clear that it had no official 

contact with the IRA and Sinn Féin, and its focus was on working-class people. Although the CC 

contained CP members as founding members, it declared that it was an independent organ as it 

reiterated in the paper. Their policy was to unite all classes of Irish workers in the struggle for the 

removal of partition.139 

 

Starting a new paper 

It was high time for a new paper to emerge as it had been nearly two decades since the Irish in 

Britain had their own publication, The Irish Self Determination League of Great Britain’s 
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newspaper The Irish Exile. Founded in 1921, subheading in the title ‘an organ of Irish movements 

in and around London’, and its circulation once peaked at 10,000 copies, but ceased to print after 

only a few issues in 1922.140 London-born Gaelic Leaguer Art O’Brien co-founded the Irish Self-

Determination League in March 1919 which held meetings and demonstrations and raised funds 

and supported Dáil Éireann and Sinn Féin in Britain during the War of Independence. Although 

the League had 300 branches by the summer of 1921, its 40,000 members contributed less than a 

pound a head to Irish causes.141 Although the League had no direct link to the IRA, its meetings 

were banned or conducted under close police supervision and its offices were frequently raided 

and its papers and publications seized.142 Some of the factors why the organisation failed to 

become an influential vehicle were that it could not win support in key cities with Irish 

communities such as Liverpool and Glasgow and O’Brien’s political position was rather 

ambiguous as he ‘refused to declare himself republican.’143  It appears that it was a strategic 

miscalculation of O’Brien. Mary MacDiarmada describes him as an efficient organiser, but he 

emphasised the importance of individual leadership rather than the influence of a movement.144 

 

National and provincial newspapers from Ireland were generally available in England and read by 

the diaspora population, however, according to the CC, its propaganda newsletter Irish Front was 

frequently sold out, although no evidence appears to have survived regarding its financial and 

circulation figures. Nevertheless, its popularity suggests that the publication was more than an 

Irish news bulletin as Irish workers were keen to acquire Irish diaspora-specific news in England. 

In January 1939, monthly Irish Freedom started in order to provide the information ‘that will result 

in the long-overdue establishment of the Irish People’s Republic’.145 

 

In effect, there had been several papers called Irish Freedom. In 1905, ephemeral Irish Freedom 

existed in Dublin which was published ‘half in Gaelic and half in English,’ and the aim of the 

publication was that Irish people ‘wanted things like land, food, wage-increases, co-operatives, an 
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army of their own, a republic.’146  Around 1910, when a republican wing of Sinn Féin developed, 

they entered the world of partisan journalism with the Nation and followed by Irish Freedom which 

supported the workers’ cause in the strikes from 1910 to 1914, including the Dublin lock-out of 

1913.147 Tom Clarke was the founder and Bulmer Hobson edited it. However, this IRB paper was 

suppressed by the government in December 1914. In 1917, another paper called Irish Freedom 

existed. In 1922, Irish Freedom was launched in Limerick but ‘murdered.’148 

 

Sharing the same vision and mission, the time was ripe ‘for a proper newspaper amongst Irish 

immigrants in Britain.’149 The CC used the same title to remind themselves and others that they 

were still fighting for freedom. As a successor to working class struggles in England, adapting to 

social change and building up in parallel with working-class movements, the launch of this paper 

could be considered as another attempt to highlight the status quo of Irish workers and people and 

to call out the importance of Irish unification by the diaspora community. In the first issue of IF in 

January 1939, they explained why a new paper was necessary:  

 

The land of Ireland belonged to the people of Ireland and not to a land-king or million-lord….they 

wanted things like land, food, wage-increases, co-operatives, an army of their own, a republic…Here 

it is, we have nothing new to say, nor do we find a need for any title other than the old one, ‘Irish 

Freedom.’ Freedom, for us, means complete liberty from the domination of land-king or bullion-lord, 

of whatever nationality. Ireland, for us, means the Irish people, not some collection of traditions or 

scenery. The Irish people, for us, means all the people, in farm or factory, in the North and the South. 

…We want the British Imperialists to go away from Ireland and leave the North-Irish people alone to 

attain their own freedom with the rest of the Irish… We want the British Imperialist thrown out of 

power, that a Republic of the people may flourish. These things can be done, and easily, and soon. 

When they are done there will be no need for ‘Irish Freedom,’ the newspaper. We are the latest of a 

long line of papers with the same title. The demand for Irish freedom will never be crushed, will never 

be eliminated except by satisfaction. In helping to attain that satisfaction – let us be the last of our 

line.150 
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With a sense of determination, they pledged that this newly launched newspaper would be the last 

one with such a title. Similar to predecessors, this immigrant newspaper interpreted the Irish 

experience and the struggle as a result of British imperialism. This was a recurring theme in the 

pages throughout the research period and the paper remained faithful to the aspirations of this 

inaugural editorial. 

 

Connolly’s name was applied to this organisation in 1938, but in terms of aspirations, it was closely 

following in James Larkin’s footsteps. In effect, Chartist leader Feargus O’Connor was an 

exemplar of their activism. This Cork man was one of the most notable historical figures in the 

British working-class movement who almost took Britain to the edge of a revolution. A founder 

of the Chartist movement newspaper the Northern Star in Leeds, Yorkshire 1837, his impact was 

substantial. Without his newspaper, a speaker at a local Chartist meeting claimed: ‘their own 

sounds might echo through the wilderness.’151 By the 1840s, the terms chartist, socialist, trade 

unionist and working man had become synonymous.152 O’Connor’s aspiration was passed down 

to the IF/ID as it was modelled after his newspaper. Greaves noted that the CC/CA regarded him 

‘as one of its forerunners.’153  

 

Carrying the name of Connolly, a military commander, and advocating non-violence at the same 

time was viewed hypocritical. However, the organisation’s focus was more on his Marxist socialist 

aspect. A former CA member claimed that ‘Johnston had told him that emphasising Connolly’s 

role as a nationalist martyr was a subterfuge designed to introduce Marxism into the republican 

movement.’154 Greaves defended: 

 

Connolly is still the subject of controversy because the issues he raised are still alive. Revisionism 

and reformism still dominate the labour movement of the west, though many think the sands are now 

running out. In Ireland they take just those forms Connolly castigated. At the same time, nothing 

would be more foolish than to take his writings as a Bible for quotation and exegesis. To canonise is 
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to kill. He must be understood, estimated, and advanced from. But it is to be hoped that the Irish labour 

movement will always honour its greatest leader, thinker, and hero. And perhaps England too, which 

has somewhat neglected him, may draw on his example in the times that lie ahead.155 

On 16th January, the IRA’s bombing campaign in Britain started, almost at the same time the paper 

was launched. It was a relatively quiet period in history of Ireland but politically active Irish people 

in Britain were tenaciously pursuing their goal. IF quickly made a point that it was against the 

bombings. However, this article instantly backfired, and the paper printed an article entitled ‘Who 

are our allies in England?’, clarifying it was not against the IRA. 

 

A Republican paper has accused us of condemning violence, of pandering to the British proletariat, 

to whom they apply the phrase: scratch an English friend of Ireland and you find an Imperialist. First, 

we would reply that we do not condemn violence, and we would not be followers of James Connolly 

if we did, but we do say that the present bombings have not and are not advancing the cause of Irish 

Freedom and Unity.156 

 

The republican newspaper they referred to here is clearly An Phoblacht, the only other Irish 

publication that was critical of IF during this period. The IF/ID as a ‘politiciser’ was against the 

bombings but supported the republican movement throughout. The paper carefully attempted to 

respect the IRA’s mission. Considering its long history of struggle, the paper’s attitude was 

sympathetic and understanding, as Greaves’s words summarised: ‘It is wholly counterproductive 

and foolish, and some of the things done are almost wicked. But behind every one of those bloody 

bombs is eight hundred years of history. That should be remembered too.’157 The main politiciser 

Greaves’s view was consistent throughout the research period as he saw the IRA and violence was 

the by-product of imperialism. He also contributed articles for the CPGB’s paper Daily Worker 

(DW) and pointed out: ‘You may disagree with their methods, but the IRA have just aims…The 

IRA are not ‘bandits, thugs or murders’ because ‘if there were no partition there would be no IRA,’ 

therefore, ‘the aim of the IRA, a united, independent Ireland, is completely progressive and should 

receive the support of every British worker.’158  
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When IF was launched, one of the first things newsmakers did was those ‘with Gaelicisable names 

Gaelicised their names’159 in order to have the newspaper look more Irish. McInerney initially 

wrote most of the articles, with the help of Terry Flanagan of the DW, and Desmond Ryan. Ryan 

was Patrick Pearse’s secretary and historian who regularly wrote feature articles and offered advice 

which added a more professional touch to the newspaper. Malachy Gray, who edited early issues 

of the paper, described that he gave ‘a fillip to our amateur journalism.’160  

 

The eye-catching front page of the first edition clearly explained its philosophy and mission. The 

banner headline called for readers to ‘Fight for Irish Unity’. On the same page, there is an article 

without byline, but apparently written by McInerney, urged all working people in Britain to join 

their appropriate trade union, or if unemployed, it advised to get involved with the National 

Unemployed Workers Movement. The newspaper always provided readers with detailed and 

practical instructions such as how to get in touch, contact names, phone numbers and maps. Inside, 

the paper included articles on Liam Mellows, the portrayal of the Irish in contemporary films, 

housing conditions in Dublin, the recently formed Anti-Partition League (APL) and the 

contribution of the Irish to the British labour movement. Apart from disseminating propaganda, 

the newspaper reported on the things that happened within the Irish community in Britain, Ireland 

and oppressed foreign countries that could relate to Irish people. With a support system function, 

the newspaper followed and agreed the specific objectives of Irish people and worker’s voice and 

functioned to adapt to their needs. The newspaper expressed general sympathy for the Irish cause 

and working-class aspiration with a radical voice. The paper made an issue of Northern Ireland 

being a police state and operated with a responsibility to democracy within the British system and 

its principal role was to function as a campaigning vehicle, covering issues that other papers 

completely omitted. The paper had two main purposes: to unite two Irelands and workers in Britain, 

although their methods of achieving these were not strategically laid out in the early years. But 

since inception, the paper was fully committed to its mission which was to be a voice of Irish 

working people and the working-class movement. ‘IF is your only voice in exile. No other paper 
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in Britain gives the news, views and activities of the Irish exile. No other paper uses its columns 

to advise and assist patriotic Irishmen and women in their manifold difficulties in Britain, and no 

paper is more deserving of your continued support.’161 However, no other left papers in England 

such as the DW or Labour’s Daily Herald reported on the launching of this newspaper. IF declared 

that it was independent and not a front publication of the Communist Party of Great Britain 

(CPGB) although most of its newsmakers were Communist Party members and all left-wing 

organs had similar ideologies and missions in the mid-twentieth century. This topic will be further 

explored in the subsequent section.  

 

Editors 

During the first two years, the newspaper had numerous ad hoc editors and it was edited 

collectively. In most cases, articles produced in the early years were all put together by the editorial 

board. The first editor was Michael McInerney (January 1939 – May 1939), a CP member; 

Malachy Gray (June 1939 – October 1939), a CP member; Jim Prendergast (November 1939 – 

April 1940), a CP member; P.J. Musgrove (June 1940-December 1941); Pat Dooley (January 

1942-May 1945), a CP member; Flann Campbell (June 1945-December 1947) was a CP member 

who quit after the Hungary crisis in 1956, Sid Maitland, a CP member, was also responsible for 

numerous editions around this time; and Desmond Greaves (January 1948-until his death in August 

1988). It was in January 1945 when the newspaper changed its name to the ID in order to comply 

with ‘repeated requests from numerous readers’162 explained the last issue of IF. Coughlan also 

explained that as there was a general feeling in those days that fascism has been defeated after 

Britain won the war, ‘democracy was everywhere, democracy was more important than 

freedom.’163 Some people, for instance, the aforementioned McInerney, later became full-time 

journalist for the Irish Times in Ireland, effectively used their times with this diaspora newspaper 

as a period of apprenticeship training. Most of those who were involved with the newspaper and 

its organisation shortly returned to Ireland due to various reasons such as conscription. Turnover 

at the newspaper was high for well-educated capable individuals, which explains that London was 

a steppingstone for them rather than a harsh exile.  
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Charles Desmond Greaves (1913-1988)  

‘The best way to go is suddenly, without knowing it, in the middle of some work one wants to 

do,’164 Greaves once wrote as if he concluded his own life story. In August 1988, he had a sudden 

heart attack on the train to Liverpool from Glasgow where he spoke at a CA branch meeting. His 

life was dedicated to the CC/CA and its newspaper since 1940, most importantly, in the capacity 

of editor of the ID from January 1948 to August 1988. Spending all his adult life for the Irish cause, 

he was the one who largely developed and managed the paper and its organisation and was the 

principal shareholder. 

 

Born in Birkenhead, Liverpool, Greaves came from a family of middle-class, Protestant, Irish and 

Welsh background. According to his obituary, he joined the CPGB in 1934 while studying at 

Liverpool University and remained a member of the CPGB all his life. He sold the 

paper Republican Congress in the Irish districts of Liverpool during the time when ‘the rise of 

fascism in the 1930s made many young intellectuals moved to the left and he became involved in 

the student Socialist Society.’165 A former industrial chemist with several scientific patents to his 

name, biographer, prolific writer, socialist and Marxist historian, he left a highly paid job in order 

to devote himself full-time for the Irish cause. Around 1940, the CC invited him to join its 

committee when he wrote a letter in the DW ‘defending Irish neutrality in the war against a 

criticism of it by Sean O’Casey.’166 According to IF, in 1942, he was described as National 

Chairman of the CC which was amalgamated into the CA in October 1943. Shortly, he became 

General Secretary of the organisation, and from 1948, editor of the ID. He was also the 

organisation’s head of Emigrants’ Advisory Bureau during the war and immediate post war years 

dealing with countless queries about lodgings, jobs and call-up matters for Irish people in England.  

 

Greaves was a hands-on newsmaker. He wrote most of the articles, supervised its lay-out, went 

regularly to the printers in Nottingham Road, Ripley, Derbyshire, read the proofs and hawked 

around the pubs of the Irish districts or outside churches and Irish dance halls. As he often spent 
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too much time hawking around, there were moments that he wished to be managing a popular 

newspaper: ‘For years, I wanted to produce the Daily Mirror of the radical papers, with everything 

pointed, snappy and short. The trouble is it costs so much.’167 Coughlan recalled that Greaves 

wanted to make the ID popular by giving a bit of colour in the front page.168  Greaves was 

unmarried all his life. His wage as a full-time editor position in the l950s was ‘close to penury’ 

which meant that ‘the responsibilities of a wife and family were not realistic.’169 Although it did 

seem unrealistic, it was a conscious decision to remain single: ‘One thing that happens if you marry 

is that you lose control of your own time.’170 According to Coughlan, this was ‘the mature second 

choice which all revolutionaries had to make if they were to sustain throughout their lives the 

commitment first entered on in the idealism of youth.’171 Scotland Yard was constantly watching 

him and one of the London Metropolitan police notes in January 1952 intriguingly reported: 

‘Greaves lives still alone, does not have a job but worked as a chemist, he invented a carbon 

process.’172 

 

All leaders have opponents and critics. Greaves also had a few of them and was a controversial 

figure to some as they have viewed Greaves’s leadership style as ‘dictatorial’.173 There were a few 

Irish people who could not accept the way he led an Irish organisation. A police report found that 

Hamilton Niall Stewart Gould (Goold)-Verschoyle (one of the leading personalities in the North 

London branch of the CA) ‘is alleging that Greaves is insincere and is making a ‘nice living’ from 

the sales of the ID’, Greaves has been told of this by friends in the North London branch and ‘is 

planning to have him expelled from the Association.’174 Furthermore, Greaves was ubiquitously 

mentioned in police records and generally depicted as ‘anti-British’ and he was ‘in contact with 

many extremists in this country, but his general outlook appears to be that of an intellectual.’175  
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Greaves’s lifelong political work, accelerated after he became full-time editor of the Irish Democrat 

in 1948 although he was involved with the paper and its organisation from the early years, was directed 

at winning the British Labour Movement to an anti-Partition policy. As many who were involved with 

the Left movement confessed, dealing with the Communist Party of Great Britain, the British Labour 

Party, the British Trade Unions and all the left elements all at the same time were ‘a daunting task.’176  

Some believed that Greaves lost his job because of his communism activities. Greaves left Powell 

Duffryn Research Laboratories because the company was ‘trying to clear their staff of Communists 

as a condition of getting a Government contract for the supply of graphite.’177 Another document 

by Ministry of Defence, Lieutenant-Colonel E.M. Furnival Jones reported that he wrote a letter to 

Greaves’s employee Powell Duffryn ‘A good deal of highly confidential work (atomic energy) is 

being carried out in the laboratories and that they are uneasy about Greaves’s political opinions. I 

fear this may be a question of commercial security.’178 An intelligence officer summarised the 

evidence in the file bearing on possible espionage activity on the part of Greaves, which ‘does not 

amount to anything very concrete,’179 and he added ‘Greaves appears to have been dismissed on 

about 20 November in 1950…he had been in touch with the Soviet Embassy, and from the context 

of his remarks it appears possible that he has been passing them information about the results of 

PD’s research.’180  Nevertheless, Greaves was able to focus on his paper and responsible for 

shaping the newspaper and its organisation and turning it into a campaigning tool as he was behind 

the strategic plan of all newspaper and organisation’s activities which were highly complex and 

interconnected with other affiliates and individuals.  

 

He was well-read with serious hobbies and skills such as music and foreign languages. Greaves 

produced a great number of news stories, book reviews, commentary pieces and feature articles 

for his newspaper, as well as other left newspapers and magazines, numerous brochures and 

pamphlets and biography books on James Connolly, Liam Mellows and Sean O’Casey. Cleary 

called him as ‘one of the most prominent names that have contributed to the development of a 

modern Irish left-wing literary culture.’181 Upon reading all his diaries and other writings, Greaves 

 
176 Coughlan, The IRA in the 1960s: Rethinking the Republic? Review 
177 NA, KV 2/3359, Desmond Greaves folder, 10/11/50 
178 NA, KV2 3359-1, Desmond Greaves folder, p174, 3 July 1950 
179 NA, KV 2/3359 C Desmond Greaves folder 
180 NA, KV 2/3359 C Desmond Greaves folder 
181 Cleary, Marxism, Capitalist Crisis and Irish Literary Studies, p7 



50 
 

comes across as a fun, intelligent, and reliable individual who can hold any conversation. From 

various documents and testimonials, many people sought advice from him. Sheehy describes him 

as ‘a father figure to younger men’ in the working-class movement even though Coughlan rejected 

it.182 Gerry Adams and Danny Morrison said that they have a great respect for him.183 Coughlan 

called him ‘the guiding political brain of the CA,’ while Johnston noted: ‘despite his latter-day 

coldness, I retained a high regard for him till the end.’184  In any case, his lifelong dedication to 

the Irish cause is much admired by all involved in the struggle. In order to pay tribute, Desmond 

Greaves Summer School is held every summer in Dublin.  

  

Contributors 

In the mid-nineteenth century, Irish newspapers in England were published typically without by-

lines. 185  As it was also the time when journalism was considered a dangerous profession, 

McNicholas points out that anonymity gave ‘a measure of protection to journalists’ and ‘allowed 

them to work for papers which might have contradictory views without being seen to be 

inconsistent.’186 By the time IF was launched, the newspaper industry had changed significantly 

in terms of business practice and readers’ perception. Articles of the IF/ID were frequently 

attributed, while a few wrote under pseudonyms, in particular when actual readers contributed to 

writing articles, expose articles by insiders, or this could be for a practical reason because some 

issues were produced and written mostly by the same person. For example, McInerney largely 

wrote early issues and the majority of pages of some issues were written by Greaves. Another 

possible reason is that it could be due to a cut and paste element. The IF/ID had some high-profile 

contributors including Roddy Connolly, T.A. Jackson, Dorothy Macardle, D.N. Pritt, Krishna 

Menon, J.D. Bernal, Frank O’Connor, Nora Connolly-O’Brien, Sean O’Casey, Fenner Brockway, 

Father Michael O’Flanagan, Willie Gallagher, Rajani Palme Dutt, James Larkin Junior, Maire 

Comerford, Thomas Carnduff, Liam O’Flaherty, Sean MacBride, Charlotte Despard, George 

Gilmore, Peader O’Donnell, Betty Sinclair, amongst others. They all used their name on the pages 
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of the newspaper. 

 

The IF/ID never used the term journalist to those who were writing articles and stories as they 

essentially viewed themselves as activists rather than journalists. Articles were written by non-

professional journalists. The paper used a byline ‘IF reporter’ occasionally. Indeed, most of them 

were not paid workers as they had a main job or real profession elsewhere. Regular contributors 

from other cities were called correspondents, for example, Paul O’Higgins, Anthony Coughlan 

were Dublin correspondents, Jack Bennett and Michael McInerney were Belfast correspondents, 

Jim Savage was Cork correspondent and Patrick Clancy was Birmingham correspondent. Cathal 

MacLiam was a literary editor. They were all volunteers and without exception, multi-tasking with 

other similarly minded activities. Coughlan and Johnston were active in the Wolf Tone Society 

and other left activities after returning to Ireland. James Doyle, a boxing correspondent was also a 

chairman of the Onslow Square Hostel Welfare Committee. Contributing writer John Archer 

Jackson was a lecturer in Sociology at the University of Sheffield who also wrote the pioneering 

book The Irish in Britain. Simultaneously, the paper constantly encouraged readers to be part of 

the production process: ‘Let us know what your buyers like and don’t like about the paper…let us 

have your stories on the job. IF exists to popularise and give the utmost publicity to Irish news. 

You must each personally regard yourself as the ‘IF’ correspondent wherever you happen to be.’187  

 

Financing 

Before the first issue of IF was printed, a £25 loan was received from Eamon Martin, a friend of 

Liam Mellows, who was based in London at that time. Supporters and members namely playwright 

Sean O’Casey, British Marxist historian T.A. Jackson, Liam O’Flaherty, Ben Farrington, 

Republican Congress co-founder Peader O’Donnell, John de Courcy Ireland, Jim Phelan, amongst 

other individuals regularly offered financial assistance. In many cases, newspapers are funded 

through various funding sources. Labour papers are typically supported by subscriptions, charity, 

and occasional union dues188  and when a newspaper is involved with certain movements, it 

received financial support from its parent organisations. The London Trades Council and the 
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CPGB were a supporter of the CA, but it received no funds from them. Nevertheless, the CPGB 

once donated money to IF when Pat Dooley was editor in 1943.  

 

Dooley went to Pollitt189 to look for some financial aid, as things were bad….’Comen [sic] on, Harry. 

You understand how it is.’ ‘Organisations must be self-supporting,’ said Pollitt…’If you can give us 

some help, we can be self-supporting in future.’ And he swore there would be appeals for money in 

the paper every month henceforth. ‘I won’t be taken in by that guff,’ said your man, but he ended up 

by signing a cheque for £25, which was a sizeable sum in those days.190  

 

For all radical and campaigning newspapers, finance was a constant source of concern and one of 

the most obscure aspects of the IF/ID is financing. The absence of precise figures makes it 

impossible to determine its financial status. There are no credible figures regarding the production 

costs including operational, expense, donation, book sales revenue and other income figures, as 

well as circulation figures. The only way to find figures is from conversations that can be found at 

the archives and Greaves’s diaries. While the established institution CPGB kept all editorial 

documents of the DW, no editorial meeting records, meeting minutes, editorial policies of the IF/ID 

exist as it was run by a few individuals. Depending on the source, the circulation figures vary 

greatly. For example, during the early years, ‘Greaves has stated that the best sales of the ID are 

made in the Midlands of England and Manchester – particularly in the latter city where the sales 

have been raised from 250 to 1,000 per month owing to the active co-operation of the Party District 

Secretary. He states that the position in Liverpool is as bad as in Glasgow.’191 Intelligence reports 

observed numerous times across England and Scotland that paper sellers attempted to sell copies 

but ‘with little success.192 While average monthly circulation figures could be around 6,000 during 

the war years, the 15,000 monthly sales were recorded in 1945. Another source indicates that the 

paper had maintained a circulation of 11,000 copies for a few months during war years. 193 

Coughlan states that at maximum, no more than 10,000 copies were ever sold in the post-World 

War Two period.194 One of the elements of high sales figures during the time Irish newspapers 
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could not be shipped to England demonstrates that the majority of Irish immigrants were relying 

on the imported Irish newspapers as they sought Irish specific stories such as ‘news from home’ 

and coverage that British and locally printed newspapers did not cover. Nevertheless, the sales of 

the newspaper plummeted in January 1948, and it was on the point of closing when Greaves 

formally agreed to take on the editorship. It sold 4,600 in March 1951, some 9,000 in 1952.195 In 

July 1953, ‘The July for the ID is 9,900 and they expected to print 15,000 in August,’ according 

to an intelligence source listening to the conversation between Idris Cox196 and Greaves.197 The ID 

managed to survive but the circulation started going down again to a critical level in the late 1950s, 

incidentally it was around the time the IRA started bombing. However, it is impossible to 

determine what exactly caused the increase or decrease of the paper without official sales figures. 

The sales of the paper eventually bounced back, although it was generally fluctuated and constantly 

in financial problems. According to Coughlan who sold it throughout London - Camden town, 

Kilburn, Paddington, Hammersmith, Fulham, Elephant and Castle in 1960, he could sell 250 

copies on a good night.198 Although, formal sales and income figures do not exist, in 1964, the 

paper reported that it made £175 gross profit on the paper.199 

 

Supporters and the people who were involved with the paper sold it on the streets, outside church 

buildings, at pubs, trade union meetings, Gaelic culture, sporting and other social events and 

various meeting places. The newspaper was produced based on their feedback as sellers exchanged 

friendly conversations with the readers. Johnston recalled, ‘this task was a fruitful source of 

insights into the way the emigrant Irish were thinking.’200 Coughlan said workers were always 

enjoying Irish songs in the paper.201 The copies were also placed at restaurants, libraries, and 

hostels where many Irish people were frequenting. The newspaper was mailed to subscribers 

although the total number of subscribers does not exist. During the early years, every issue had a 

list of the places where the newspapers could be bought and constantly reminded readers of the 

places to buy throughout British cities, including bookshops such as Workers’ Bookshop in 
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Farringdon, International Bookshop in Belfast, New Books in Dublin and the People’s Bookshop 

in Brisbane, Australia - an outlet for publications of the Communist Party of Australia. This 

probably indicates that Irish workers could purchase the newspaper wherever they were located as 

they frequently moved cities or countries with the job. It also suggests that many people who were 

reading the paper did not buy it by themselves but borrowing it from someone else or reading it at 

communal places such as restaurants, hostels, cafes, barbers, and libraries. The newspaper 

constantly urged readers to buy and sell it to friends and workmates. ‘Get the other fellow to buy 

this paper, as well as read it.’ 202  ‘Don’t always be ‘on the borrow’. Buy your own ‘IRISH 

FREEDOM’. Obtainable from W.H. Smith, Wymans, and all Newsagents upon order.’203 

 

As the paper did not make enough sales, almost all the work needed to be compensated by 

voluntary contributions. The paper’s role as an organiser made all newsmakers to perform 

multitasks. Apart from editorial work, they simultaneously organised lectures, campaigns and 

walks which was a demanding workload physically, logistically, and financially. Only a few 

people who were involved with the production process were paid. Greaves who was paid when he 

took a full-time editor position although some months went unpaid, and others also received a little 

compensation. Jim Prendergast was hired as an organiser for the Release Frank Ryan Committee, 

as Ryan - a co-founder of the Republican Congress was jailed in a Francoist prison during the 

Spanish Civil War - at a few shillings a week. Coughlan worked as a paid national civil rights 

campaign organiser for one year. The amount of reward is not disclosed as it depended on the 

donation the organisation received. When Coughlan was appointed, an article appeared in August 

1960: ‘His salary has now been assured for one year. But what the Association can do with his 

services depends on how much our members, friends and supporters will donate so that he can get 

cracking.’ Those who were involved with the organisation all wrote articles. The newspaper 

heavily relied on donations. Donations came from various places, in particular the cities where 

numerous Irish people are settled such as Birmingham and Coventry which were called ‘the most 

advanced Irish cities’ in the country where the events were held with ‘no heckling’, unlike other 

cities.204 Another source of funding came from supporters abroad. The paper was upbeat when its 
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foreign branches in New York, the US started in December 1951 and its Brisbane, Australian 

branch was launched in May 1957. However, according to Coughlan, they were sympathetic 

friendly local people and no formal relationships with the CA were made.205 

 

Contributions from supporters were vital throughout the whole newspaper production process and 

their activities. A plea for the donation of Fighting Fund and assistance appeared every month. The 

paper frequently provided some specific instructions with a bold tone for the way to help: 

 

Buy an extra copy of the ‘Irish Democrat’ and post it home; Take out a year’s subscription to the ‘ID’; 

Sellers wanted in Lancashire, Yorkshire and South Wales, particularly in coal mines and cotton mills. 

Volunteer now; Send news of your job to the Editor. Never mind how it’s written. We will write it up 

for you; Trade Unionists, are there Irish in your branch? Show them our paper whose policy is to 

support trade unionism.206  

 

‘READER! Are you doing all you can to boost the IRISH DEMOCRAT? Buy it! Sell it! Read it! 

Introduce it! Talk about it! And collect for our Fighting Fund.’207 

 

Another vital financial source was social events and sales of literature. The newspaper considered 

those sales ‘the most important part of our work’ for both funding and educational purposes. The 

organisation had its own publishing business division the Connolly Publications to sell their books, 

pamphlets, other literature materials and calendars. Its authors are largely their own editorial team 

members, Greaves, Dooley, amongst others. Their numerous publications were practical, and all 

written for general audiences. Their social events also added to the operating costs. Since its first 

issue, the paper repeatedly urged members and readers to support social functions. One of the 

social events that were advertised read: ‘Irish and modern dances, songs, O’Shea’s Ceilidhe band 

on every Sunday night at Unity Theatre, Britannia Street, King’s Cross with the 1-shilling 

admission.’208 For CA branches throughout the country, the newspaper pages continuously offered 

ideas on regular meetings and suggested how to raise funds by providing an educational and 

enjoyable means. The Dawn, ‘the first Irish talkie and the first film to put the real Ireland on the 
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screen,’209  was the most-watched film by members and functioned as a bonding agent. Irish 

workers across the country watched it as it was regularly advertised in the paper throughout three 

decades. The film is a celebration of the IRA, highlighting the brutality of the Black and Tans and 

featuring the taint of informing, described as the one sin an Irishman can never forgive. Jeffrey 

Richards discredited it by saying, ‘a truly dreadful propaganda feature, technically crude, badly 

acted and appallingly heavy-handed.’210 In October 1965, it was still showing at Central London 

Connolly Association branch, at Co-op Hall, 129 Seven Sisters Road, Holloway and a ticket was 

3 shilling.  

 

During the early years, the newspaper sold advertising space to retail businesses, although it is 

unclear whether they were able to make a profit from it due to lack of evidence. For example, in 

the December 1939 issue appealed: ‘Advertisements will gladly be accepted for insertion. Rates 

are 2/6 per col. inch and pro-rata. Our circulation is rapidly increasing, and advertisers can be 

assured of a good return for their outlay.’211 Although probably not all advertisements were paid, 

it contained a few commercial advertisements which included occasional hotel discounts for 

readers, restaurants and cafes with ‘an Irish atmosphere’; Catholic funeral services; barber shops; 

bookshops in England, Belfast and Dublin; nationalist-, socialist-, trade-union-related books for 

purchase by the Connolly Publications and other socialist or progressive publishers; calendars for 

purchase in December; new books that are available at CP and other bookshops. Other non-

commercial notices included job advertisements and information of meetings, social events, and 

conferences such as individual CA branches’ regular meetings, GL classes/gatherings and GAA 

and boxing-related sporting events, fundraising dance events, and detailed information of marches 

and demonstrations at Hyde Park speakers’ corner and Trafalgar Square.  

 

Evolution 

In order to chart the flow of newspaper’s progress, it is impossible to scrutinise it in a thematic 

structure. This section chronologically looks at how the paper was transformed over the years. 

After the success of early issues of IF, the aim of the editorial board was to make the paper even 
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more popular and easy to read so that they could win the British labour movement against partition. 

The price of the first issue of IF in January 1939 was two pence and the monthly subscription was 

1/- a month. The newspaper preferred to use the word ‘enrolment’, rather than subscription, 

indicating their function as an empowering educational tool. In October 1943, it increased to three 

pence. The newspaper was desperately in need of running costs. Along with the new price 

announcement, the front page appealed: ‘Will you write for us, sell for us, collect for us, and see 

that ‘IF’ is on every News-stall and in every public library’. Numerous articles were written based 

on the discussion during the trade union meetings and events such as: ‘Birmingham TC protested 

against the purging of a Belfast man,’212 ‘Willesden TC protests at the Mallon ad Talbot case,’213 

‘Foundry workers say release internees; electricians say free MacKearnan; shop stewards on 

internments and engineers back CA demonstration.’214 This shows that the paper was already 

making an impact as it was read at trade union meetings and the Irish question was discussed there 

on a regular basis.  

 

The editorial team was aware that the paper must have ‘breadth and tolerance,’ and thus win those 

allies and workers which was essential to achieve their goal. Early issues of the newspaper were 

relatively simple. It was an eight-page monthly paper with three wide columns, without 

sophisticated layouts or artistic work, no drawings, illustrations nor photos were used, and graphic 

logos, banners and font sizes changed every month which explains that they were experimenting 

with different styles, designs, and layouts. It was during the time when Pat Dooley, the sole 

journalist by profession, became editor, the paper improved significantly as he introduced 

sophisticated layouts and illustrations, transforming the pages. In March 1941, the paper became 

four columns. The first photo appeared in July 1942, the first cartoon by ‘Sean’ the cartoonist in 

October 1942. When the newspaper changed its name to the ID in January 1945, it maintained the 

same format, an eight-page monthly newspaper215  and appeared to be more professional and 

elaborated in various aspects compared to previous issues although they kept changing its fonts 

and styles occasionally. Eventually front cover splashes started appearing, although it was not 

consistent. The upbeat front-page headlines and a light-hearted tabloid-style appearance during the 
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war years indicate that the newspaper was generally well received as it reported that it was selling 

well without offering figures. Overall, the newspaper’s outlook was more like a working-class 

tabloid paper in the 1940s and 1950s when it had the highest circulation. During the late 1940s, 

there was a circulation manager Bill Burke. Newly arrived Irish workers most likely read the paper 

as a replacement to their regular newspaper, not as a supplement, as regional newspapers imported 

from Ireland were stopped during the war. In the late 1940s and 1950s, the newspaper looked 

vibrant and light-hearted as it contained political satire cartoons, sports news, puzzles, social event 

notices and job advertisements. Considering their high emigration and mobility rates, job 

advertisements were not confined in Britain but ranged from nurses in Australia to construction 

workers in France. From the late 1940s onwards, all kinds of vacancies in Ireland were advertised 

in the paper as the Irish government openly and urgently asked Irish workers in England to return 

as there was a shortage of workers to build their own country.  

 

Gradually, more revolutionary slogans started appearing on the masthead or banner, such as 

Marx’s famous quote ‘Workers of the world, unite!’ turned into ‘Ireland and workingmen in 

England, unite!’, and Connolly’s ‘The great only appear great because we are on knees – Let us 

arise!’ Quotes by James Larkin and Liam Mellows also took shape on a regular basis216, drawings 

and cartoons became a steady feature and eventually became more elaborate. The graphic symbols 

started appearing on the masthead, although not consistently, in the front page such as the harp, 

the faces of James Connolly and Wolfe Tone, and the starry plough. Almost all issues contained 

an emergency funding appeal, frequently in the form of a larger banner above the masthead ‘Two 

thousand shillings urgently needed. Send now.’217 Straplines were effectively used in order to grab 

attention and reiterate their mission, for example, ‘We cannot conceive of a free Ireland with a 

subject working class: We cannot conceive of a subject Ireland with a free working class.’218 

Sometimes, the paper had top and bottom blurbs in the front page: For a United Independent 

Ireland! (top) Through Unity Among Irish People! (bottom).219 The writing tone of articles and 

headlines were candid, determined, assertive and authoritative, and the paper repeatedly 

encouraged readers to take action.  
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Every issue had slightly different layouts but in general, front-page stories consisted of attention-

grabbing headlines, random news articles, frequently home/Irish news and advertisements and 

notices of events also appeared. The pages typically consisted of home news, Irish/British labour 

and trade union-related news, nationalism news, civil rights news, fascism and imperialism-related 

domestic and foreign political news, column/opinion pieces, interviews, book reviews, short 

stories, and book extracts. Connolly’s numerous books were always popular, for example, extracts 

from Labour, Nationality and Religion were printed in several issues. Sean O’Casey also 

contributed numerous educational articles. Republican songs, poems, sports such as GAA and 

boxing, Irish language pieces and letters to the editor appeared every time. The newspaper also 

covered all events, meetings and annual conferences organised by the CC/CA, TUC and trade 

union’s meeting minutes and open letters, their own letters to Labour MPs, Stormont politicians 

and local councillors, and other policy makers. The newspaper evolved over the years, but it did 

not cover general interest stories, although occasionally printed short trivial stories with an Irish 

angle to fill the space. The newspaper was first and foremost a propaganda tool, focusing on 

working-class voice. 

 

The newspaper used direct quotes of politicians in Ireland who were all aware of this diaspora 

newspaper in London as newspaper articles and various governmental documents specify. The 

paper was assertive and publicly offered politicians advice. In effect, many Irish politicians took 

this paper seriously and supported it. In 1945, Michael Keyes, T.D. of the Labour Party, a delegate 

of the World TU Conference attended the CA conference in London and said: ‘The workers of 

Ireland are not going to rest until Partition is removed…I would again appeal to the Irish workers 

to avail themselves of the magnificent services of ‘ID’ and the CA.’220 According to the paper, 

Taoiseach John Costello followed its advice when the Dublin government intended withdrawing 

a proportion of Irish sterling holdings to be used in the development of Ireland. This was the 

proposal made by Greaves during the 1948 conference221 and written up in the paper. Fianna Fáil 

politician Frank Aiken also mentioned that ‘one of the best antidotes to the activities of the so-

called Connolly Clubs is the Irish organisations which have for their purpose the reunification of 
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Ireland and the promotion of Irish culture and pastimes, and my department does everything it can 

to encourage them.’222 These comments from various parties suggest that the newspaper was not 

an obscure diaspora paper but a force to be reckoned with. 

 

During the last phases of the war, the sales of the newspaper increased dramatically, and the CA 

reached its largest membership. Most organisations of the left were generally functioning 

productively during this period. According to Greaves, when he went to Glasgow for orders of the 

paper, the manager of Collets placed an order for 3,000 on the spot.223 The office was inundated 

with readers’ letters and many of them were printed in the paper. This suggests that it was 

functioning as an indispensable support system for Irish immigrants. The Exiles Advisory Bureau 

was also overwhelmed as it was handling urgent cases such as helping to find workers’ 

accommodation and dealing with landlords and ladies. Some of the improvements at the end of 

1944 were highlighted: 

 

During the last 12 months, the Connolly Association had 70% of increased membership and 20,000 

pamphlets were sold. The sales of Irish Freedom were ‘our most important means of publicity,’ have 

contributed at a high level and the paper has played a unique role in educating and informing British 

and Irish alike. The ‘New Builder’s Leader’ has also kindly allowed us its valuable space. Individual 

members have published articles in other periodicals also. During the year, the Connolly Association 

has held 31 public meetings with a total attendance of 9,500. Collections totalled £186. At these 

meetings much literature was sold. Our speakers have addressed numerous Trade Union branches, 

where resolutions were passed deploring anti-Irish propaganda designed to split the workers, and 

calling for closer relations between British and Irish Trade Unions were passed. Publications have 

been held over through paper shortage, and only ‘The Irish in Britain’ which sold 20,000 copies, has 

so far appeared.224 

 

From various articles, it is apparent that the organisation was growing rapidly with more tasks and 

responsibilities by merging with other like-minded groups. For example, the Anglo-Gaelic 
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Friendship League in Northampton has amalgamated with the newly formed Northampton Branch 

of the CA.225  

 

From its inception, the organisation’s focus has been on its newspaper function, to inform and 

educate readers about their work. However, there were several critical moments whether the paper 

or the organisation should continue as they constantly faced financial difficulties and lack of 

capacity. One of the junctures was in October 1945 when executives of the organisation came to 

the conclusion that the CA should be closed in order to put all their efforts into the ID. According 

to the extract of a letter from Flann Campbell to Jimmy Shields on 22 October 1945:  

 

…we consider winding up the CA and concentrate all our efforts in building up the ID. My reasons 

for supporting this policy are as follows: We are only duplicating the work of the Party and the trade 

unions, and our present resources are so small that we cannot afford to split them between two 

organizations. I think our line should be to announce sometime in the New Year (the original 

suggestion to come from the Provinces, perhaps followed by open discussion in the Democrat) that 

we consider that the best thing for the Irish workers in Britain to do is to get into the British working-

class movement, as it is becoming more and more evident that the great majority of Irish workers will 

not return to Ireland in the near future.226  

 

On 12 November 1945, Campbell had plans ‘for the enlargement and building up of this 

paper…but funds appear to be extremely low and for the present at least most of the work of the 

paper will be done by Campbell himself.’227 No announcement appeared in the January issue but 

in the February 1946 issue, a notice emerged which read ‘Patrick Clancey [sic] was elected as 

National Secretary of CA’, as Greaves resigned ‘owning to pressure of other work’. 228  This 

explains that executives abandoned their original plan and decided to restructure it. Despite the 

announcement, Greaves did not leave the paper and the organisation. From his diary entries, he 

planned to go to Germany for two months, January and February 1946 for a research trip and all 

the arrangements for the trip to Germany were made.229 He applied for a passport but was not able 
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to get it in the end. A Metropolitan police report noted on 19 Sep 1946, he ‘endeavoured to secure 

an appointment under the Control Commission for Germany but was unsuccessful.’230 The reason 

for the passport application rejection is unclear but probably because of his former high profile 

chemist position and communism activities. 

 

In January 1948, Greaves became editor of the ID when the paper was ‘on point of closing’231 as 

its sales fell dramatically. Times were changing rapidly during the post war years, the paper needed 

to adjust its strategies. However, the organisation was ‘slow to adapt to post-war circumstances 

and the advent of the Cold War. For a time, it adopted a far-left course, partly under the influence 

of the editor of its monthly paper, Pat Dooley, who was strongly anti-clerical.’232 An internal 

conflict also had an impact on running the paper business. Greaves and Dooley fell out a couple 

of times as they had differences of opinion and personality. According to one observation:  

 

both have been jockeying for power within the Association. Greaves is very resentful at Dooley’s 

recent increased activity in the movement, bearing in mind that the latter gave up his position as editor 

of ID in preference to a post with the Evening News; and he firmly believes that Dooley will shortly 

be vacating Fleet Street and is manoeuvring to secure lucrative employment with the CP – this thought 

being prompted by the fact that Dooley has the support of the communist fraction in the Association. 

In order to prevent the split from becoming public knowledge, however, Greaves is obeying CP 

instructions by retaining his membership of the Association, and speaking for it as often as he can.233  

 

In the 1950s, political satire cartoons, photos and home news became a regular front page feature. 

Page layouts and contents became more consistent. Page two is generally readers’ page, which 

consisted of letters to the Editor and other short stories. Page three is international affairs, such as 

India, Malaysia, South Africa and other colonies and the British imperialism and fascism related 

articles. Pages four and five were a spread page, often used for a special feature, such as Easter 

rising, Wolfe Tone anniversary, trade unionism, amongst other educational subjects. When it is 

not used as a spread, page four was saved for opinion pieces and page five covered random 
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international affairs articles. Page six was frequently sports and page seven filled book reviews, 

short and culture stories. Page eight, the last page was occasionally functioned like the front page, 

with a letterhead similar to the front page, some attention-grabbing headlines such as election 

results coverage and sports, conference reports, own social events or campaign/demonstration 

information. Moreover, the 1950s was a decade when large scale population movements from 

Ireland to the UK occurred. Along with incessantly arriving Irish workers, the paper repeatedly 

decried that the cause of a high proportion of youngsters to emigrate was British imperialist misrule, 

stemming from partition. The paper repeatedly urged Irish immigrants to organise and join the 

labour movement: 

 

First, let them being into play the glorious fighting traditions of the Irish race to defend their immediate 

interests in their new country of residence. Second, let them so acquit themselves as to weaken and 

hasten the downfall of the system of Imperialism which enables great nations to grind down the small 

and deprive them of the rights of nationhood. Such aims demand organisation, both organisation as 

Irishmen and organisation as a part of the working-class movement in Britain. Only organisation can 

transform the separate individuals whom social forces move hither and thither in helplessness and 

confusion, into a disciplined force capable of asserting existing rights and winning new ones…the 

British Labour movement today is hamstrung through not understanding the importance of fighting 

for the rights of small nations. If it did understand this sufficiently, there would be such a movement 

in Britain against the wars in Malaya and Korea, that it would be impossible for the Government to 

continue them.234 

 

As Irish workers were arriving incessantly, the paper continued to attempt to mobilise them by 

inviting them to events and socials. Increasing articles about social activities suggest the paper was 

cultivating a loyal readership and gaining momentum. For example, a football team was launched 

by the Anglo-Gaelic Friendship League in co-operation with the political and social activities of 

the CA in Northampton, while the CA Birmingham branch addressed proposals for joint work to 

the Irish Citizen’s League. In 1952, the paper insisted: ‘What needs to be done now is to transform 

the Irish in Britain from an impotent national minority wondering what action to take for the best, 

into a well-organised political force and a permanent thorn in the side of Tory reaction and 
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imperialism, a powerfully ally to every movement for peace and progress in Britain and the 

world.’235  

 

The onset of the Cold War made all organisations of the left had to adapt to change and the CA’s 

new constitution in 1955 reflected this reality in the paper. While early newspaper articles were 

written to emphasise on both socialist and democrat which could mean the objectives were too 

broad, the constitution set the direction and clearly stated that it was foremost a democrat rather 

than socialist as Greaves drew up the right policy. He strived to make it a broad independent 

progressive organisation. 

 

The ultra-lefts in the North London branch wanted it to purvey socialism in green paint, to be a 

transmission belt for the Irish emigrants into British left-wing organisations. I fought for it to be an 

independent organisation of the Irish and their friends in Britain. It would champion the interests of 

Irish people there, while at the same time seek to influence British policy on Ireland. Preaching 

socialism was not its business.236  

 

According to the constitution, it focused on two aims: to win support in Britain for a united 

independent Ireland and to stand for equal treatment for the Irish in Britain. Accordingly, the 

paper’s frame became clearer and more focused. Greaves believed there was only one way to end 

the partition of Ireland: ‘the only course is to divide the Protestants and win sufficient numbers of 

them over to realising their Irishness. That way they will come to embrace freely in time the 

nationalist position, for they are Irish after all.’237 The constitution made it clear that it was ‘not 

demanding socialism in Ireland’ but ‘assisting the Irish people in deciding their future for 

themselves.’ In effect, Prince has argued that socialism was a ‘harmful’ label for the organisation 

as ‘in the era of cold war, it would have fuelled the false accusation that the association was 

communist.’238  
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Newspaper articles started focusing on the aspect of being broad based and outward looking to 

appeal to Irish workers and campaigning for Irish workers’ rights in England and civil and human 

rights in the north became the dominant issue. As a political campaigning paper, adopting broad-

based strategies as a ‘common front’ to broaden its appeal suggests its role as an organiser of the 

labour movement in Britain. The paper remained assertive: ‘The Irish in Britain are so numerous 

that if organised for political action they can COMPEL the Labour movement to secure the repeal 

of the Ireland Act, withdrawal of British troops from Ireland, and talks to decide the mechanism 

of takeover by an all-Ireland Government.’239 The newspaper approached the Irish question from 

the standpoint of an internationalist based on Connolly’s socialism philosophy, as it ultimately 

viewed: ‘one could only claim to be an internationalist if one stood for the independence and right 

to self-determination of the different nations into which humanity is divided.’240 From that point 

of view, the paper reiterated imperialism and fascism are the same thing and urged Irish people to 

join the organisation in order to be part of the movement and to fight against fascism and 

imperialism.  

 

There are two reasons why Irishmen should join the CA. The first is that it sees the struggle for 

Ireland’s unity as part of the struggle of the nations of the world for peace and independence and their 

own way of life – whatever it is. It does not accept the Imperialist lie that the Malayans and Koreans 

are fighting for anything but the right to conduct their own countries in their own way. The second is 

that it is the only organisation which tells the Irish working man in Britain to join with the British 

Labour movement and have nothing to do with the British capitalists who sent the Tans and 

dismembered Ireland.241 

 

The paper’s goal was to democratise Britain within the context of Northern Ireland. Greaves 

attempted to influence ‘the Irish working-class diaspora in Britain by taking a republican position 

on Irish domestic affairs and attempting to make Irish unification one of the priorities of the British 

labour movement.’242 To accomplish this mission, the newspaper needed to be more attractive to 

Irish workers by focusing on dealing with Irish grievances with the trade unions. For comments, 
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the paper used the same trade unionists, politicians and their own people’s interviews in the articles, 

even the quote by its own editor was used as the main source. One of the typical introductions 

starts like this: ‘The imperialist conception was one that British territorial integrity was sacrosanct, 

while that of other nations was not, said Mr. Desmond Greaves, editor of the ID, when he addressed 

a well-attended meeting at the Rotherham Trades Council.’243 Using their own writers and close 

contacts for comments indicates that the articles could be highly subjective. However, it was 

probably impossible to find the right people outside their circle who could offer articulate 

comments. Moreover, as their articles were typically written based on discrimination practices, 

false facts, and story ideas came from the marginalised voice, their report balanced out without 

using opposing comments. The newspaper ultimately published stories that others did not or could 

not publish. For example, when secretary of the Belfast Council for Civil Liberties was 

‘unexpectedly arrested’, it was the top front-page story of the paper, but it lamented: ‘news of the 

incident has not yet been published in any British or Irish newspaper.’244 During this decade, the 

letters to the editor section was particularly vibrant with various people expressing their opinions 

and offering feedback. Insiders and allies, namely LP and CP members wrote not only articles but 

letters to the editor to express their opinions in a more liberal way. Letters to the editor were also 

used as comments for articles and a valuable source for story ideas. For example, an article on the 

APL about discussing unity proposals was written up based on a letter: ‘Tadhg Feehan who stated 

in a letter to the CA that his executive will discuss the CA proposals for united action of the two 

organisations at its next meeting.’245 

 

The 1960s was a decade of rapid change in Britain. Irish workers continued to arrive in England 

but there was a shift in workforce which suggests that readership had changed. The paper was 

particularly focused on democracy as it was a decade of civil rights movement. The paper looked 

confident as it rode on the global trend of the times. As a result, more discrimination-related articles 

started appearing along with activism-related articles. There were increasingly more articles on the 

situation in the North such as Catholic people’s unemployment, housing issues and work-related 

grievances. Some visible aspects in the pages were that sports, cartoons, job advertisements and 
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various social and dance notices had gradually disappeared. Coughlan claimed that this was simply 

the issue of availability of sports correspondents and cartoonists, and the paper reflected whatever 

the editorial team was able to gather, and the paper’s focal point continuously remained the 

working people. Although Greaves was not interested in sports, ‘he would have been happy if 

there were cartoons and sports articles.’246 The newspaper’s appearance change could also suggest 

that Irish workers had moved up the social ladder as manual job advertisements became 

insignificant. Moreover, former readers relied on other entertainment-focused or commercial 

newspapers for sports or Irish home news as well as the wide availability of television. The paper 

increasingly started using long letters from readers which could read almost like stories and 

occasionally filled almost a whole page. This could indicate that loyal and engaged readers were 

white-collar workers as those who sent substantially long letters seem articulate and well-educated, 

reflecting its editorial team. Consequently, the newspaper also started dedicating more public 

discussion or forum pages. There were poems, ballads and songs in every issue and a whole page 

dedication to those nationalist and republican items became stable in the paper. Gradually less 

breaking news articles or short news stories appeared.  

 

In the 1960s, the newspaper appeared as if it was on the right track as reporting on activism 

initiatives was vigorous and the front page was filled with upbeat and assertive headlines. There 

was an undeniable optimism in the paper that Ireland could be united, however, unionists/Stormont 

was tenaciously stubborn and kept attacking the British government and the civil rights movement. 

Although it was still targeting at working class audiences, towards the end of the 1960s, without 

front-page cartoons and other light-hearted items and less trade union-related stories, the 

newspaper gradually evolved into a middle-class, intellectual, serious periodical, similar to New 

Statesman, as more analytical and longer pieces started appearing.  

 

In effect, the CA was at a turning point in 1969 which was reflected in the paper. It was around 

the time when Greaves began to have second thoughts. He was hoping that General secretary Sean 

Redmond would ‘take over the editorship of the ID’ so that he could ‘give up editing the paper 

after twenty-one years and write a few books. That is the most important kind of work after all, 
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which no one else can do.’247 He contemplated in 1969:  

 

These last few years I have sometimes thought of leaving the whole bloody lot and going to my 

relatives in America. These academics are paid thousands of pounds to get out arguments to brainwash 

young people. And no one knows or cares about the time and money I and others have put in. It makes 

me wild. Look at Palme Dutt, who is now very ill. After half a century of service, they will let him 

die in a ditch.248  

 

However, Redmond decided that he was going to return to Ireland. In the end, Greaves did not 

leave the organisation but decided to reorganise it: ‘the CA on a much looser basis but making the 

paper the centre of the work.’249   

 

The civil rights demand brought out various issues and the violence erupted. Around this period, 

the paper’s main coverage was to promote the campaign for a bill of rights and the danger of the 

European Economic Community as the paper called it a ‘vast multi-national imperialism.’  In 1961, 

the ID was the first paper in Britain to warn of the dangers in Britain’s entry into the common 

market. The paper produced informative content throughout the decade on the Ireland’s application 

to join the EEC and fervently urged to adopt a policy of resisting attempts to subvert national 

democracy by an unelected European super state.  

 

In terms of contents, toward the end of the sixties, the ID created more space for book reviews and 

a one-page republican songs/poems continued to print as a stable feature which was second-hand, 

obtained by scissors-and-paste methods. Fewer photos and no cartoons appeared, and letters to the 

Editor gradually became shorter or no letters were printed in some issues. There were less or no 

monthly donation appeal or even editorials.  

 

In the early 1970s, as Irish communities were more settled and integrated compared to the previous 

decade, they had more support systems. In February 1970, the Irish Post was launched by journalist 

Breandan MacLua and businessman Tony Beatty. The ID did not compete with this publication as 
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it is a general diaspora newspaper, rather than a campaigning paper. Around the same time, Father 

McDonnell launched the Irish Centre in Camden which is located in the vicinity of the ID office. 

Young Irish workers in London lacked facilities in their free time, except pubs which could have 

serious consequences. His intention was to start a place ‘equipped with sports rooms and coffee 

bars’250 and give advice on accommodation and work. The Irish Centre took the responsibility that 

the Exiles Advice Bureau was previously engaged in, hence little coverage appeared in the paper.  

 

In the early 1970s, however, the paper looked as if it has lost momentum. As a result of the revival 

of the IRA and split of the republican movement once again, the conflict in Northern Ireland made 

the Irish question a far more prominent polarising issue on so many levels in Britain and the paper 

shows this shift. Other new trend is that British media finally started covering the issues in the 

North as international media was attracted to the events. The active republican movement resulted 

in new publications. In 1970, An Phoblacht formally started as a newspaper, although the very 

original version started in Belfast in 1906, and Clann na hÉireann, the Official Sinn Féin organ 

with its own paper Rosc Catha which started in 1972. As the republican movement became 

vigorous, so did the republican press. Various ID articles reported on internal divisions within Sinn 

Féin and the republican movement. 

 

The paper’s release prisoners’ campaign had been always rigorous since its inception but 

particularly comprehensive around this time as a large number of republicans were incarcerated 

without charge. The ID and other Connolly publication books were widely circulated in the prisons 

and read by young political prisoners including Gerry Adams and Danny Morrison. Morrison who 

later became editor of Republican News and Sinn Féin director of publicity encountered the ID for 

the first time when he was in the Long Kesh in the early 1970s. He explained his first impression 

of the paper:  

 

Some of the features were over my head. We wouldn’t have been used to the discourse and the 

terminology. We haven’t grown up in the left-wing environment. Some of the articles and the 

terminology and the theory, at that stage, would have been outside my thinking, would have been 

challenging. And sometimes, I would consider it to be obscure. I can see clearly now what they were 
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getting at but back then, we were underdeveloped, we were fighting the war.251  

 

He thought that the paper was ‘an intellectual magazine.’ According to him, the difference between 

this paper and Republican News was: ‘we were polemic propaganda statement. We used images. 

We were aggressive upfront. The ID was sober, and even in its presentation, it was clearly the 

paper that you want to sit down and read in great details and in great depth.’252 During this decade, 

British media in the North was still restrictive while poverty, exploitation and alcoholism were rife. 

In this space, the ID played an influential role to play amongst young republicans in the North. 

Morrison commented: ‘In my opinion, it tried to offer some comfort, some direction and some 

analysis, something to say.’253 

 

Conclusion 

This section has identified the development of the newspaper and an overview of key 

characteristics and topics. The organisation was launched in order to mobilise a mass of people to 

create a movement through its newspaper. Each CC/CA member acted as an agent of change, a 

broad alliance as they were all involved to promote its mission and many of them kept their 

activities relevant after moving back to Ireland through various organisations and movements. As 

the IF/ID showed, it functioned as an organiser, agitator, and pressure group rather than a general 

paper. Although it was a much-anticipated publication, and its sales grew during the war and 

immediate post-war years when it had the characteristics of a genuine workers’ newspaper, it 

continuously struggled financially and to attract a wider audience. The difference between the 

IF/ID and predecessors is that this paper sought broader political approach. In order to function as 

a broad-based campaigning paper and a voice of the working-class movement, and to complete its 

aim to unite the two Irelands and workers, it was essential to cooperate with other left organs. One 

of the most controversial aspects of this paper was its relationship with communists. The next 

chapter explores its connection with the CPGB. 
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Chapter Two: A CP front paper? 

Although the IF/ID declared that it was an independent organ, it perpetually struggled to attract a 

wider audience because many people believed that the paper was communist. Was it a newspaper 

of the labour movement or party paper? What challenges have they encountered? This chapter 

examines the relationship between the IF/ID, its organisation and the CPGB.   

 

Was the CA an offshoot?  

Certain scholars and politicians have a tendency to assume the CC/CA a front or offshoot of the 

CPGB without providing evidence. For example, Treacy called the CA ‘a good example’ of the 

CP front organisation.254 As the CPGB’s anti-imperialism mission resonated with many, it was not 

unusual to find CP members in the left movement. In fact, quite a few communist members were 

the founding members of the CC and its paper as described in the previous chapter. Their 

connection is undeniable, although it is not straightforward to acknowledge the nature of their 

symbiotic relationship. Morgan, Cohen and Flinn point out that the CA was ‘under communist 

direction, but without any suggestion of rivalry with established communist party structures.’255 

Coughlan states that it has had ‘a complex development since its foundation,’256 while Patrick 

Smylie points out that ‘it is difficult to write about Greaves, the CA and its relationship with the 

communist parties in Britain and Ireland in the post-war era without seeing developments as 

resulting from the weak conditions for communist advance, factionalism and disagreements over 

basic positions.’ 257  The organisation certainly had worked closely with leading communists, 

however, the fact that CA members and newspaper producers contained CP members does not 

make the organisation communist. A 1953 CPGB report asserted that ‘the majority of the CA’s 

membership was non-communist.’258 During the research period, the CC/CA had more trade union 

and LP members than CP members. Coughlan emphasised that the bulk of CA members in effect 

did not belong to any British political parties. The IF/ID heavily focused on industry and trade 

union news, but it was not a trade union newspaper.  The paper was a mixture of an organ of the 
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republican and labour movement as its goal was the unity and independence of the whole Ireland 

with an element of diaspora politics. Although some argue that the CA is controversial as its name 

contains the commander of the Irish Citizen Army James Connolly, but it was against the violent 

method the IRA used.259 The paper’s identity and aspiration was more aligned with James Larkin.  

 

The CPGB was divided into various departments – Organisation, International, Propaganda, 

Education, Women and Industrial. The CPGB had a European Co-ordinating Committee, an Irish 

and a Jewish Committee, while the sub-committees in 1951 covered Africa, the Far East, Malaya, 

India, and the Middle East.260 Greaves was one of 34 individuals in the International Affairs 

Committee.261 As a member who is in charge of Irish affairs, Greaves was considered as a CPGB’s 

‘Irish expert’, because, in his own words, there was no person who was knowledgeable about Irish 

affairs: ‘I came to be the authority on the Irish question because none of them knew anything about 

it. I had a rather unusual relation with them in fact because I was able to behave quite 

independently.’262 For this reason, it was clear that the CPGB did have its Irish policy because 

Greaves produced and implemented it by himself. As a result, he was able to develop ‘a practical 

political strategy for freeing Ireland from British imperialism.’263 In this process, Prince argues 

that Greaves encountered ‘no opposition as he transformed a front organisation targeting Irish 

emigrants’264 when working within the CPGB. Greaves pursued his own agenda on ‘how Irish 

emigrants in Britain should work to build a thirty-two-county socialist republic,’ without breaking 

with the party and lay down the party line on Ireland. 265  Greaves had his strategy for his 

organisation and the CPGB which may ultimately have added extra drawbacks to the already 

complex CP politics. Smylie points out: ‘Greaves complicated the straightforward anti-

imperialism that appealed to the Irish in Britain whilst elbowing in on issues in the CP and IWL 

domain.’266 Although there is some truth in this statement, Greaves did not complicate the issue. 

 
259 Following the failure of the 1956-62 border campaign, the IRA was to question its purely militarist strategy and 
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There is no doubt that no one could have done the perfect job. The Irish question itself is already 

hugely intricate as it contains multiple layers that accumulated over centuries with no simple 

solutions. 

The British and Irish authorities were aware of the close connections between the CPGB and the 

CC/CA. The archives have Greaves folders due to his connection with his CPGB membership, not 

because he was a prominent writer or chemist. In 1953, a report noted: Greaves is ‘the principal 

link between these Irish Communists and the British Communist Party.’267 Evidence suggests that 

Scotland Yard and British intelligence agents were suspicious of Greaves and constantly spying 

on him. However, the British authorities’ findings were frequently based on speculation and 

categorically trivial by nature as they found no credible evidence. Greaves showed no interest in 

Soviet at all but only cared for Irish affairs. Although the IF/ID had a moderate circulation, leading 

politicians in Ireland were amongst its readers and many of them were supportive, whether it was 

linked to the CP or not. De Valera also knew it very well and he ‘refused to condemn the CA 

categorically as communist.’268 By 1963, the general sentiment of Irish politicians was that the 

organisation was not influential enough as summarised by Frank Aiken, then Minister for External 

Affairs. Aiken claimed that he was aware that the CC were financed from Russian money269 but it 

is ‘a very small group’ and ‘the number of non-members exceeds the number of members of the 

Connolly Clubs by millions to one.’270 It is highly likely that the CC/CA and its paper were self-

sufficient as they were constantly impecunious. At various archives, no evidence was found to 

suggest that it received money from Russia or the CPGB. 

Upon consulting various archival materials gathered by the British intelligent service regarding 

Communist activities, scores of original letters written by and addressed to CP members exist. The 

contents are mostly how to improve the conditions of Irish workers, schedules of demonstrations 

and events, asking for urgent help regarding lodging and other support. According to the archivists 
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at the National Archives, these letters have never arrived at the addressed destination. Those 

individuals saved their lunch money and bought papers, envelops, and stamps. Some people made 

duplicate, but many letters never reached their destination. There were numerous letters that start 

‘you haven’t replied to my letter.’ This indicates that the British authorities clearly cooperated with 

postal workers.  

Individuals and groups of the Left movement allied themselves with other left organs. One of the 

most powerful friends of the CA was Fenner Brockway, an Independent Labour MP, socialist and 

the first chairman of the Movement for Colonial Freedom (MCF), the CA’s affiliate which was a 

notable opposition against the government in those days. He contributed articles to the ID but his 

contact with the CPGB members was minimal because he ‘abhors the CP.’271 The feeling was 

quite mutual. James Klugmann once said ‘they must make all the use of him (Brockway) that they 

could, just as he was ready to use the Communists for his own ends.’272 Cox equally believed 

Brockway was ‘useful’ for the CP and advised his comrade to ‘use him carefully.’273 Despite the 

fact that CP officials were sceptical about him, assuming that he was ‘a British agent,’ they 

generally valued his effort as he was ‘somebody who raised Colonial questions.’274 

 

Greaves’ involvement with the CPGB was not always well received. It caused some CA members 

exasperated. On several occasions, Metropolitan Police agents reported several CA members do 

not regard favourably Greaves’ close connection with the CP.275 During the early years, the paper 

was printed on the premises of the CPGB’s DW at one point. On top of the blatant Catholic Church 

disapproval,276 this fact was a devastating blow for the paper as it hampered to reach a wider 

readership. Malachy Gray recalled that ‘this was a serious political mistake as the organisation 

could not overcome the remarks of being a communist and alienated newly arrived Irish 

immigrants.’277 Treacy also argues that the main obstacle to the organisation ‘gaining the kind of 

influence hoped for by Greaves remained the belief that the organisation was Communist.’278 
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Greaves admitted: ‘we must face the fact openly that we cannot yet influence the Irish. There may 

be other reasons for this, but I think it is due to the fascist propaganda that we are all members of 

the Communist Party.’279   

 

Despite the fact that many of those individuals who produced the paper were CP members, they 

publicly denied that they were CP members because it was clearly their communist connection 

that hampered its sales. For example, clerical control was substantial and the fact that the Catholic 

Church openly declared not to buy the IF/ID due to the communist connection alienated newly 

arrived Irish people who were still very loyal to the Church. As a result, the organisation ‘continued 

to struggle to overcome the taunts of being a communist front organisation despite the best efforts 

to attract Irish workers.’280 During Hyde Park Sunday meetings, Greaves denied the accusation 

that he was a communist but added ‘if Ireland could be united by communists then he would 

support Communism;’281 ‘The CA was not a communist organisation, and that anyone could join 

regardless of their political views, providing that they were willing to work to end partition in 

Ireland;’282 in another occasion, he declared that ‘the CA was not a communist organisation and 

that he himself was not a communist. He would ally himself with the devil himself to set Ireland 

free from the yoke of British oppression.’ 283  The ID reiterated that ‘it does not advocate 

communism, respects every Irishman’s right to his opinions.’284 Those who were close to the Party 

lamented that many Irish people did not understand the CPGB’s support for the Irish cause even 

though it had a positive influence over Irish immigrants in Britain because of their anti-imperialism 

and discrimination policy that was in favour of Irish immigrants. The CPGB was indispensable for 

their broad strategy as the CC/CA desperately lacked human resources and needed some help such 

as moral support, strategy and organisational planning to achieve its goal. Michael Gray has noted 

that ‘the CPGB was the only political party to give any practical support for the CA.’285  

 

Reciprocal relationship 
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Although the CPGB was keen to solve the Irish political affair by aligning with the CC/CA up 

until the immediate post-war years, as an institution, they underestimated some crucial and 

recurrent factors of the conflict, the complexity of the Irish question and overlooked some deep-

rooted vital issues surrounding it. The CPGB assumed that Northern Ireland would also become 

free similar to other British colonies such as India and Pakistan during the time of decolonisation, 

but it eventually learned the unique complex nature of the relationship Britain had with Northern 

Ireland which functioned similar to neo-colonialism. Mike Milotte points out that ‘the communists 

believed that the campaign for democracy would unite the working class, lead eventually to a 

progressive government, encourage Irish unification by peaceful means, and somehow or other 

culminate in socialism.’ 286  In reality, things were more complicated. This was the CP’s 

miscalculation as it did not consider a long history of retaliation and conflict.  

 

Owing to the Party’s initial interest in Irish affairs, Greaves visited Dublin in 1947. Roy Johnston 

met Greaves for the first time and recalled when he contacted Trinity College students as he was 

promoting ‘the idea of some sort of Marxist political group needed to be started.’287 However, 

Johnston pointed out that the key flaw in this procedure was ‘the lack of understanding on the part 

of the mainstream British Marxists of the complexities of the Irish national question’ and Greaves 

quickly identified it as ‘the principal obstacle to constructive interaction between the British 

Communists and the nascent left in Ireland.’288 Greaves acknowledged in his diary, the simplistic 

‘class struggle’ formulations of the CP in Britain were quite remote from the Irish reality.’289 A 

broad Left was a difficult concept to implement as ‘Left’ can be defined differently depending on 

the context. ‘The trouble with the English Left is that they think Left and Right in Ireland are the 

same as Left and Right in England, whereas in Ireland Left and Right revolve around the national 

question.’290 This is the aspect that the CPGB underestimated. For example, during the formative 

stages of the civil rights movement, the CPGB ‘had reckoned neither on the ferocity of the loyalist 

backlash nor on the response to it in the Catholic ghettos in the form of a revived IRA.’291  
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The CPGB and the CC/CA had a mutual relationship as they pursued the same objectives. They 

influenced each other and worked closely in the fight against fascism, imperialism, and 

discrimination until the Cold War started in 1950 as part of the Left movement. Greaves was 

proactively developing the Irish policies and strategies for his organisation within the Party. 

Johnston asserts that the Greaves policy was being promoted largely in spite of the CPGB and the 

IWL.292 Although the 1955 CA constitution clearly states its independent role, to a certain extent, 

the archival sources give the impression that the CA functioned as if it was an unofficial Irish 

committee of the CPGB as CA members who were also CP members implemented policies 

simultaneously and suggested the CPGB on numerous occasions so that they could create 

streamlined broad strategies. What Greaves attempted to do was ‘to converting the CPGB and 

other British Labour organisations to an anti-Partition policy, not as transmitting to other a party-

line he did not agree with.’293 His role within the CPGB was crucial, although it is hard to validate 

the effectiveness. He once wrote ‘I have spent decades trying to influence the Communist and 

Labour movements in Britain on the national question and I can confidently say that I have as 

much influence now as I had at the beginning, which is zero.’294  

 

Smylie claims that the CA’s leadership was ‘dominated by communists and Greaves was indebted 

both to CPGB thinkers, notably Dutt, and the hierarchy.’295 Greaves indeed received moral support 

from the Party, however, he was often disappointed as he did not get what he wanted - 

organisational assistance. Greaves wrote ‘when I went full-time with the CA in 1951, I said that I 

would only do it if I got support from the CP. Dutt gave me support but he did not really count. 

They respected him for his intellect, but he did not have organisational weight.’296 Dutt was 

Greaves’s closest CPGB comrade as they had similar personalities: highly intelligent, critical, and 

analytical thinkers. Naturally, some were not comfortable with Greaves’s leadership and even the 

CA’s existence. Greaves recalled that there was an opposition within the CP when he decided to 

go full time for the CA/ID. ‘Kerrigan, I now see, was totally opposed. They did not really want me 

to succeed.  They wanted the CA to fold up and let the Irish come directly into the Communist 
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Party – those few of them who might be induced to do that.  Being Scotchmen or of Orange 

background, as so many of them were, they had no sympathy whatsoever with Irish 

nationalism.’297 For Party leaders, the Irish committee was just one of countless projects, while 

Greaves and others put all their efforts on the Irish cause. It is clear that the Party leaders and the 

CPGB as an institution did not bring the same level of commitment and expertise to the Irish 

committee’s aim. Sean O’Casey gave Greaves a warning when he said he was going full-time on 

political work in 1951: ‘They will sell you. I am sorry I did not listen at that time. For sell me 

indeed is just what British communists did; for they did not give our work the support they could 

have given.’298 Moreover, in terms of strategy and tactics, there were some internal disagreements 

within the Irish Committee. One of the members, Kay Beauchamp, who was also assistant 

secretary of committee of trade unionists for race relations, was often vocal. She complained 

several times because Greaves and Pat Clancy were dominant figures during CPGB Irish 

committee meetings and other members were marginalised. An intelligence agent noted: ‘She 

would not be able to do ‘it’ as everything seemed to fall on two people Desmond and Pat Clancy 

when considering how the Irish Committee organises their work.’299 

 

Upon consulting various archival sources and Greaves’s journals regarding Greaves’s involvement 

with the CPGB, Greaves had regular contact with high profile Party members such as Palme Dutt 

and Idris Cox, but evidently, the nature of his relationship with the CPGB appears to be an equal 

partnership. It did not seem hierarchical, as aforementioned, the CPGB did not order Greaves and 

he did not subjugate to the CP. Greaves and some of the leading CC/CA members, who were also 

CP members, were highly capable, offering CP leaders advise on how the Irish committee should 

function. According to Coughlan, ‘they remained quite independent-minded people’ and ‘they 

were not types that would take orders from anybody or pursue a course of policy they did not fully 

believe in.’300 Party members regularly gave a talk and were present at CA lectures and campaigns, 

officially represented the CPGB at their conference, promoting their mission, along with LP 

politicians and trade unionists and regularly contributing articles to the IF/ID. The paper had 

coverage on the CPGB, IWL and CPNI during the period when no other papers were reporting 
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about them. The CPGB also viewed the CC/CA and its newspaper as a potential recruiting ground 

for their members, while the CC/CA also recruited their own members through the CPGB. They 

all collaborated in order to achieve their goals. Some intelligence reports concluded that the 

organisation is communist controlled,301 rather than a communist.  

 

Nevertheless, it is impossible to separate from one another as left individuals typically shared the 

identical mission, overlapping their activities within the working-class movement. The CPGB 

supported the Irish cause from its inception. For example, the CPGB’s campaign on the Irish affair 

was ‘the most militant seen since the beginning of the economic war in 1932 and some party and 

CA members moved to Ireland to strengthen the anti-war agitation.’302 Among them were Michael 

McInerney, originally from Limerick, an original committee member of the CC and the first editor 

of the IF, who later became a full-time industrial organiser of the CP in Belfast and Frank Herbert, 

an optician from Birmingham who assumed a leading position in the Dublin branch.303 During the 

war, they demanded an end to partition and organised a Hands-Off Ireland campaign ‘to counter 

Churchill’s demands for the use of the Irish naval bases,’304 which was covered in detail on the 

IF/ID. In any case, the CPGB was more preoccupied to unite divided Irish Parties in Ireland rather 

than the unification of Ireland and its support for the ID and CA started decreasing after the war. 

With or without the CPGB’s involvement, Greaves was committed to his work.  

 

Although the CPGB and the CA were generally aligned with basic values, evidence suggests that 

they were not operating within the same context. Flann Campbell, a CPGB member who was also 

part of the IF/ID, complained in 1944 wrote to Harry Pollitt: ‘My experience organising in East 

Anglia, London and Liverpool suggests that the Party’s approach to the Irish question is not 

altogether correct.’305 Two decades later, in 1964, Greaves asked Dutt a question:  

 

If the British Communist Party got power today – which is not going to happen of course but suppose: 

I bet they would leave Partition as it is for the sake of a quiet life and plead that they did not want to 
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throw the Labour Movement in Ireland into turmoil. I said to Palme Dutt about their recent annual 

congress resolution on ‘Ending the enforced Partition of Ireland,’ was it to end the Partition or the 

enforcement the Party stood for? ‘The enforcement, of course,’ he replied.306  

 

This proves the fundamental discrepancy between the two organs. As Greaves was not aligned 

with the general CP line, he disagreed with them on many occasions. Despite the fact that some 

party members were proactive, the fact is that the CPGB as an institution showed little interest in 

the Irish cause. For example, Lenin wrote in 1915 ‘…in 1869 Marx demanded the separation of 

Ireland, not in order to split but to achieve subsequent free alliance between Ireland and Britain, 

not in order to secure ‘justice for Ireland,’ but in the interests of the revolutionary struggle of the 

British proletariat…’307 The Communists supported ‘every revolutionary movement against the 

existing social and political order of things.’308  This is what communists aspired rather than 

specifically winning the struggle of the oppressed Catholic/Irish. Gradually, towards the end of 

the 1960s when the CA was proactively engaging with British politicians, ‘Greaves’s view that 

‘undoing partition was the primary political task’ became widely accepted in British and Irish 

Communist circles, even then the mainstream Communist movement never took the issue as 

seriously in its active campaigning as Greaves would have liked.’309  

 

Greaves expected the CPGB to adopt an anti-partition policy and depending on the advice he 

received, he adjusted the CA’s strategy accordingly. It is apparent that the CA and Irish CP 

members were not completely focused on the full CPGB agenda but operated within their own 

framework. From his diaries, Greaves was frequently frustrated by the CPGB as his main interest 

lied in an Irish unification, not the broad Soviet political agenda. ‘I came to the communist 

movement because of its anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism, not because of love or admiration 

for Russia.’310 Unlike many CPGB members - for example, Betty Sinclair who visited Moscow - 

he never set foot beyond the British Isles. He once attempted to make a passport application to go 

to Germany, but it was denied. He mentioned numerous times in his journal that he was not 

interested in visiting Russia or their communist agenda. 
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Greaves certainly sought to take advantage of the CP in order to get what the CA wanted to achieve. 

Treacy’s study chronicles the developments of his strategy by making Irish immigrants in England 

return to Ireland to alter the Irish politics within:  

 

In 1945, Greaves’s anxiety to preserve the Connolly Association under Communist control from ‘ultra 

leftists’ appears to have led him to propose that it be dissolved and replaced by a support group based 

around the Irish Democrat but his proposal was defeated and the following year Greaves’s attitude 

had changed to the extent that he was beginning to think of sending Connolly Association members 

back to Ireland to influence politics there.311  

 

However, this was not Greaves’s intention as he lamented all who have left London: ‘all the best 

people in the Irish solidarity movement here – yourself (Coughlan), Joe Deighan, Bobby Heatley, 

John McClelland – have buggered back to Ireland, abandoning the arena of decisive struggle, in 

Britain. And they will take the consequences, leaving the whole thing over to the next 

generation.’312 Turnover at the CC/CA/IF/ID was high as well-educated and employable activists 

tended not to stay in London too long. During the certain period, conscription of Irish immigrants 

in the UK also played a part for them to leave.  

 

The CPGB did not share Greaves’s enthusiasm but what the CC/CA had in common with the 

CPGB was the ‘stages view’ which is a theory that Ireland needs to go through certain stages in 

order to reach its goal. The ID explained it by using James Connolly’s two stages of Irish freedom: 

‘The first was national democracy in which private enterprise would be permitted provided it did 

not endanger the interests of the nation as a whole. Coming after it he envisaged a second stage of 

freedom in which private interests would be merged and subordinated in the best development of 

the whole.’313 Milotte explains that the CA had ‘communist party politics by which the two bodies 

shared the stages’ view of how political and social change would be achieved in Ireland and 

socialism was off the agenda for a long time to come.’314 
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Was it a party paper?  

If the IF/ID was a Party paper, it would have functioned similar to other diaspora party papers. 

Under the international sub-committee, the West Indies committee published Caribbean News, the 

Malayan sub-committee was in charge of Malayan Monitor, and the Jewish committee had the 

Jewish Clarion. The West Indian Gazette and Afro-Asian Caribbean News had a similar style with 

a broad range of geographic coverage, while Malayan Monitor was more like a handmade CPGB 

propaganda newsletter. The IF/ID was not formally represented under the international sub-

committee. To prove a point, CPGB historians take no notice of the IF/ID. For example, 

Communists and British Society 1920-1991, one of the most valuable secondary sources of the 

CPGB mentions no word of the IF/ID although it has a section about the Irish in Britain. 

Nevertheless, John Callaghan claims that under the guidance of the Irish sub-committee, the CA 

was ‘responsible for selling the Irish Democrat’.315 If this was the case, it implies that the role of 

the CPGB was to increase the ID’s circulation, rather than producing it. According to Smylie’s 

CPGB research, ‘the broad movement disposes of 7,500 copies of its journal each month. Of these 

Central Books [a CP-focused bookshop] distributes only 330 in Britain, though 117 others go to 

Australia. In London, the District literature [committee] sells only 38 as against 36 in Manchester, 

30 in Birmingham and 20 in Oxford. Yet throughout London there must be factory and other 

branches which are in contact with thousands of Irish people. The distribution of the journal of the 

broad movement is an immediate means of ‘direct access.’316 In Brisbane, Australia, it was sold at 

the People’s Bookshop, an outlet for publications of the Communist Party of Australia, as it was 

advertised in the ID. In both Southern and Northern Ireland, the paper was also sold at CP and 

socialist bookshops. Various British intelligence reports acknowledged that the paper was sold in 

cooperation with the CP. Chief constable in Nottingham observed in September 1951 that Greaves 

was making particular efforts at the present time to increase the sales of the paper.  

 

This is virtually the Irish section of the CP. He is disturbed by the fall in the sales of the ID in 

Nottingham from 48 to 36 copies during September. He proposes to visit the city to arrange a program: 

a meeting with the party members selling the Democrat in Nottingham on Friday night; an effort on 
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Saturday night to increase the sales, mostly in public houses; a meeting with party members who have 

contests in the building trade, particularly on an unspecified large site in the neighbourhood of the 

city; a talk to the party members interested in the Irish question, and possibly an open air meeting; 

visits to mining centres and agricultural centres where Irish men are employed.317  

 

Furthermore, a British intelligence agent reported in the 1950s, ‘the Nottingham branch of the CA 

is now defunct, and the ID is now distributed from CP Headquarters in this city.’318 The CP helped 

selling the ID but in a lukewarm manner. According to a Glasgow police report on 16 August in 

1954, Greaves was not satisfied with the CPGB’s support.  

 

A year ago, the Scottish District Secretariat of the CP decided to place someone in charge of Irish 

affairs in Glasgow who would push sales of the ID. Glasgow Secretariat appointed a man who had no 

Irish connections and who has done nothing. Greaves is trying to have a more politically mature 

member with Irish connections put in charge, but he feels he is being put off with excuses. He wants 

a meeting called of all Glasgow Irish Party members but does not think he will be successful in this. 

At the beginning of July, the ID sent a man to Glasgow to push sales, but he has evidently had poor 

cooperation from the Party.319 

 

With the CPGB’s support in sales, the paper perpetually experienced a financial crisis suggesting 

that it was financially independent and not funded by the CPGB. An intelligence report discovered 

in the early 1940s: ‘The statement dealing with IF showed that the paper was practically self-

supporting, with an annual revenue of £153.’320 When the newspaper reached the critical financial 

situation in 1943, however, then editor Pat Dooley reached out to Harry Pollitt, the CPGB general 

secretary.  

 

Dooley went to Pollitt321 to look for some financial aid, as things were bad….’Come on, Harry. You 

understand how it is.’ ‘Organisations must be self-supporting,’ said Pollitt…’If you can give us some 

help, we can be self-supporting in future.’ And he swore there would be appeals for money in the 
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paper every month henceforth. ‘I won’t be taken in by that guff,’ said your man, but he ended up by 

signing a cheque for £25, which was a sizeable sum in those days.322  

 

Needless to say, receiving a substantial amount of one-time donation from the Party leader would 

not have happened unless their relationship was not close enough.  

 

In terms of content, unlike other CPGB-affiliated papers, the ID was given a freer hand and the 

CPGB held no control over the paper content reveals that Greaves was able to take charge of the 

paper independently. The role of Greaves as editor of the paper was more imperative than being a 

member of the CPGB and elevating the CPGB’s institutional mission. Greaves intended and hoped 

that the CPGB would help to achieve the goal of the paper and organisation. One of the intelligence 

reports noted when Cox and Greaves were going over some article, ‘Cox was pointing out various 

alterations they had made to this.’323 In the words of Smylie, the CPGB offered them ‘political, 

organisational and ideological support, expertise and encouragement, occasional to the point of 

dictating a line.’324 Greaves received some advice, but he equally offered them his opinions as an 

expert, and he certainly did not take orders from them. The nature of their interaction was not 

hierarchical. 

 

Although the CPGB’s involvement with the Irish diaspora paper was rather casual, there was a 

turning point of its operation in 1950 and Greaves sought advice. He was already in charge of the 

paper and its organisation before officially becoming full time. With limited capacity, he 

continually struggled to save the paper from a financial and technical point of view, contemplating 

to give it all up at one point, or becoming a full time himself and sought advice from Peter Kerrigan, 

industrial organiser of the CPGB in October 1950. According to an intelligence report: 

 

Kerrigan asked if there was anybody else besides the Visitor (Greaves) who could be put on to the 

job. The visitor said the difficulty was the actual technical side of the paper. He suggested Flann 

Campbell might be approached…on the whole they were terribly short of technical staff. Kerrigan 

said the problem seemed to be not only the circulation but also the question of editorship. It seems 
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that the visitor did this himself on a part-time basis. Kerrigan suggested that there surely must be 

somebody in your organisation who had the organising ability to put on the job as an assistant. The 

visitor did not seem able to think of anyone. He said that there was no doubt that the paper lacked 

direct contact with the people on the spot, and it would build up the circulation enormously if they 

could establish such contacts, start getting the stuff in and find someone who could edit it. He added 

that they had been without a proper editor for the past four years and had consequently made much 

less progress during that time than had been originally hoped for.325  

 

This conversation demonstrates Greaves was looking for a full-time position at the ID or the CPGB 

equally believed a full-time person was needed for the paper. Another conversation between party 

officials Reuben Falber and Betty Reid was recorded in December 1950, ‘if the suggestion of 

having a full-time man on the ID were to be turned down, then Greaves might be considered for 

the Monitor.’326 It is not clear which newspaper it was as such title did not exist at the time of this 

conversation. It could be something they were planning to develop in the future. The issue whether 

the newspaper needed a full-time editor position or not divided opinions within the Party. ‘Peter 

had refused to agree that it was not necessary to have a full-time man for the ID. Reuben observed 

caustically: I must say from the way he explained it to me, the whole proposition seemed to be to 

provide a job for Greaves so that he can write a book on Ireland – I can’t see Greaves as an 

organiser of sales for the paper.’327 An intelligence report noted that Kerrigan agreed to this when: 

 

The Democrat had £100 bank balance and 5000 circulation. Both these aims had been achieved, but 

Greaves was not on full time at the moment. He was at present living on capital and had been touring 

round the country at his own expense. Eileen Palmer continued that she had been thinking about 

Greaves going on full time and was not at all sure about it; he had been doing it spare time, and as one 

never knew what might crop up in the political situation, she felt he should continue to do so. She 

thought perhaps he wanted to go full time on order to give himself a status, which afterwards he would 

not find he had got. Bob Stewart said he did not know how the Irish worked as he had not paid much 

attention to it; he knew that some of them did not like Greaves as leader of the Irish movement.328 
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This note suggests that the CPGB played an influential role for the paper’s sales. Each member of 

the CP had expressed their own opinions. However, Greaves ultimately decided to commit his life 

to the paper and its organisation at his own will. When George Mattews, DW Editor was asked by 

a visitor whether the ID was a Party paper, he said ‘that it was really under the control of the Party 

but not officially a Party paper.’ 329  This probably the most accurate description. The paper 

benefited from their advice when they could, however, it kept operating without the presence of 

the CPGB and Greaves was the decision maker. To prove its independent status, the ID was still 

in existence, and it had no impact when the CPGB dissolved itself,330  

 

ID and DW similarities 

The IF/ID had many similarities with the DW in terms of contents and outlook, rather than 

republican newspapers such as An Phoblacht or Republican News. Similar to the IF/ID, the 

CPGB’s flagship paper evolved over the years and attempted to attract a wider readership. 

According to James Jupp, ‘The DW was read almost exclusively by the Left. Its importance in 

maintaining the ideological supremacy of the Communists over the less well-equipped minorities 

cannot be overestimated and was fully realised by the Party leadership. Every Communist knew 

exactly what to think on any issue because he had a regular interpretation supplied by the DW.’331 

 

During the mid-twentieth century, the IF/ID and the DW both focused on the fight against 

imperialism and fascism, targeting working class people. They uttered revolutionary slogans based 

on Marx’s ‘Workers of the world, unite!’. The DW proclaimed ‘Workers of all lands, unite!’ while 

the ID’s slogan appeared on the front page ‘Ireland and working men in England, unite!’ In terms 

of content, their coverage is similar although they were not identical. More news stories in the DW 

as it was published daily, while the monthly IF/ID had more analytical stories. The IF/ID was 

focused on Irish affairs and its foreign coverage was also linked to oppressed countries by British 

and other imperialism, while the DW covered more broad subjects with substantial paid 

advertisements. A typical DW issue contained very few or almost no Irish coverage. Occasional 

Irish and Ireland-related articles were written by Greaves who acted as if he were an Irish affairs 
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correspondent for the DW. However, its Irish coverage was almost non-existent but when there 

was, it was a general or non-political story, for example, Greaves wrote a short obituary of Maud 

Gonne headlined ‘She was not Afraid’ on May 1, 1953: ‘Like all true republicans she was never 

afraid to associate with the Communists.’ A CC/CA member Pat Devine also wrote for the DW. 

When The Irish Case Against Partition by Greaves was published, he wrote a short review article 

in the DW.332 Sean O’Casey also wrote for the ID and the DW. O’Casey took the liberty of writing 

whatever he believed in on the pages of the ID. One of the articles in the ID was ‘Irish prisoners. 

O’Casey’s call for amnesty.’ 333  With regard to the DW, the CPGB used him strategically. 

According to a former Editor, O’Casey was ‘often brought in to spin fine-sounding phrases when 

the Party leaders have no solid facts to support a campaign.’334 The DW showed no interest in Irish 

workers’ work-related stories such as Irish workers’ injuries, accidents, deaths, or conscription. 

On the other hand, the ID occasionally covered communist-related articles as a part of the left 

movement or used articles written by Party members, such as Betty Sinclair, but not on a regular 

basis.335 Newspaper articles clearly demonstrate almost all party members were associated with 

other left organs, such as trade unions, and their communist views were shared with others’ 

generally aligned perspectives. The IF/ID very rarely advertised CPGB events or wrote about them, 

while the DW advertised CC/CA social events in the 1940s during the height of their activities 

such as social dancing, film viewing and anniversary-related events but covered no CC/CA’s 

political activities in their paper.  

 

With the emergence of the Cold War, under the editorship of George Matthews between 1949 and 

1966, the DW attempted to be a broad working class paper and stayed away from the Party. 

Matthews wrote ‘if the content of a newspaper is the test of its purpose, we would claim that the 

proportion of directly political comment in the DW is not dissimilar from the proportion of directly 

political comment in other serious national newspaper.’336 The DW made it clear that it is not ‘the 

organ of any political party, although it expresses Communist views.’337 Greaves also attempted 
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to decouple the ID and CA from the CPGB.338 Both the CPGB and Greaves wanted their papers 

to be independent. To attract a wider audience, the DW consciously attempted to ‘distance itself 

from its party organ roots,’339 and this was also exactly the preoccupation of the ID. Similar to the 

DW, the ID relied on donations and the term ‘fighting funds’ was used in both papers during the 

same period. Both papers used the reader as producer, correspondent, distributor, and stakeholder. 

They both functioned as an agitator and organiser. In the words of Lewis Young, the DW embodied 

‘the principles of worker-reader participation’340 which is the model of a Bolshevik newspaper and 

the ID appeared that it had the same concept. Effectively, communist newspapers had the exact 

formula. A Hungarian-American paper Új Előre’s style up to the 1930s is almost identical with 

the DW and the ID: sensational and repetitive stories about the horrors of capitalism and fascism; 

the most sensational headlines; fervent ideologues; the editors and writers are not trained in 

journalism; condemned the racist treatment of black people; attack the class enemy; stories of 

repressed workers across the world; demonstrations and strikes-related articles; excerpts from 

short stories and novels; the high level of interest in literary and cultural topics; regular book 

reviews; every opportunity to attempt to mobilise; advertisements for fund raising events; and 

constant financial problems.341 

 

The DW and the ID both thrived and declined during the same period. For both organisations, the 

number of memberships paralleled their respective circulation figures. The heyday of the CPGB 

and the DW was in the 1930s and 1940s as ‘a well-adjusted response to local conditions’ such as 

‘the ills of capitalism, a militant response to fascism.’342 During the post-war years, the Party’s 

interest in Irish communist affairs started to decline, its membership was on the decline in parallel 

with the DW circulation. The Cold War caused significant damage to many organisations of the 

left, including the ID. The ID’s circulation was also up until around the first few post-war years. 

Coughlan pointed out that the CA was ‘slow to adapt to post-war circumstances and the advent of 

the Cold War’.343 This indicates, according to Smylie, despite public disavowal, ‘the CA’s largely 
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communist composition and inclination’ and ‘the ID’s pro-Soviet orientation undoubtedly played 

a role.’344 However, the TUC also struggled to adapt during the post-war period and came under 

increasing criticism for failure to achieve modernisation as the post-war period developed.345 

Therefore, it was not only a communist propensity, but it was the progressive element that was 

slow to adjust. Nevertheless, the Cold War was a turning point for their collaborative relationship. 

Subsequently, the split of the republican movement around the 1960s346  was also a decisive 

moment for the Irish organisation and the Party as they drifted further away. According to 

Johnston: ‘The CPGB would undoubtedly have wanted discreetly to catalyse the process of 

formation of an all-Ireland ‘official’ Marxist party as part of the ‘international movement’ and 

Greaves with his CA and ID roles would have wanted to maximise support for Civil Rights in the 

North from the organised labour movement.’347 In the 1960s, the ID changed its tone to cater this 

aspect. 

 

Although the two papers shared the same traits, the authorities clearly considered they were 

unrelated. During the war time, the ban was imposed on the DW from January 1941 to September 

1942. ‘Not because of the people’s opposition to the conduct of the war but because of the fear 

which is growing influence…The paper was not just an alternative voice, but was a weapon in the 

struggle for power.’348 The IF/ID was never banned even though they printed similar articles such 

as its criticism against the British government. From the perspective of the Minister of Information, 

it is clear that the IF/ID was viewed as an insignificant and unthreatening immigrant paper. 

Furthermore, in the files of Fascist and Communist papers at various archives, there is typically 

no mention of the IF/ID. 

 

Competition with the IWV  

Due to the similarities the ID had with the DW, it competed with other Party papers. According to 

various intelligence reports, one of the most discussed topics the CPGB had in relation to the ID 
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was the sales of the Irish Workers’ Voice (IWV), the official newspaper of the CPI, in the UK. 

During a meeting of the Irish Committee of the CPGB on 16 July 1956, attended by Idris Cox, 

Greaves, Michael O’Riordan and Sean Nolan (IWV representatives) and Sean Murray from Belfast 

(CPNI), it was decided ‘there would be no objection to the sale of the IWV in the UK but that there 

should be no competition between it and the DW or the ID.’349 Some members including Greaves 

and Clancy considered that this might prejudice the sales of the ID, but eventually it was agreed 

in theory that the IWV would be brought over and ‘sold for a trial period.’350 In a separate meeting, 

this issue was discussed again, the CPGB ‘does not object to Party members taking advantage of 

CA functions to sell the IWV in competition with the ID.’ However, the CPGB was concerned that 

there was ‘a danger that the CA will be dubbed a Communist organisation because the IWV is sold 

at its meeting.’351 According to an intelligence report:  

 

It seems that the British CP is anxious that the CA should be built up into a broadly based organisation, 

and that the IWV should report its views to Irish workers in the UK. It also considers that the DW 

should give the British CP’s line on conditions in the UK as they effect the Irish workers, and that 

when Irish workers in the UK need information on affairs in Éire, they should read the IWV.352  

 

From the newspaper sellers’ perspective, this caused trouble as they frequently ended up 

competing with each other in public which often escalated into a fight. During the St. Patrick’s 

Day social evening in 1956,  

 

the CA had a literature table on the CA’s publications, selling the ID – where two of the lads – who 

we have had here for discussion – Furlong (ph?) and another – a bit drunk – insisting on going round 

selling the IWV and the proprietor objected. Said this was not in the agreement…or ‘the ID…’ Michael 

O’Riordan arrived, and the lads went away with him.  Desmond made contact with the two comrades 

from Dublin and said ‘Well, I don’t say it’s a momentous issue but it’s something that can do a lot of 

harm and it’s something we need to clear up.’353  
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It appears that Greaves found them difficult to deal with as he wrote in his journal: ‘The 

disappearance of some of the Irish Workers’ League boys has proved no loss because of their 

intense sectarianism. Probably Dublin is a place where the right and the inactive are the 

same.’354 On another occasion in 1966, supporters of the CA and the Irish Workers’ Group scuffled 

after a charity football match organised by the Camden Town Irish Centre: ‘the departing crowd 

was loudly advised by two sixteen-year-old members of the IWL not to buy the ID. This criticism 

was silenced by the fists and feet of two members of the CA.’ 

 

An intertwined fractious relationship was regularly observed. The unceasing factionalism existed 

and Johnston experienced first-hand that relations between Irish Party members, also known as 

Sinn Féiners and CA members could ‘sometimes be somewhat edgy with the two often competing 

with each other for potential recruits amongst the Irish community in Britain.’355 Getting attention 

from Irish immigrants who are politically minded became further intense when Clann na hÉireann, 

the republican emigrants group that started in the 1960s, became active with its own publication. 

There was a discrepancy amongst the organisations that were meant to be allies. ‘The CPGB 

thought in terms of the British working class and was hostile to what it regarded as nationalist 

diversions; Clann na hÉireann thought in terms of money and support for the movement in Ireland; 

the Connolly Association tried to mobilise Irish workers in support of Irish interests via a process 

of lobbying Parliament and influencing opinion-leaders in the Labour Party and trade unions.’356 

Apart from selling its paper, IWL migrants in London were collecting money for the IWL in 

Dublin.357 The same ultimate goal with different tactics made them compete each other. As a result, 

some CPGB members felt that the party should interact directly with the Irish community through 

its own structures: ‘Irish communists in Britain should work under the auspices of the IWL rather 

than the CPGB, and certainly not the Connolly Association.’358  The CPGB was caught in a 

political ploy because before streamlining their operational strategy, they needed to unite the IWL, 

the CPNI, and the Irish members of the CPGB in the UK. Within this context, newly arrived people 

from Ireland and settled Irish immigrants constantly had disagreements although each organisation 
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had a purpose to operate. One of the sources suggested that ‘the Party considers that certain Irish 

members bear a grudge against the CA because they consider that everybody should belong to the 

CP, and that there should be no specialised work at all.’359  

 

Why Irish people become communists  

The objectives of the CPGB were universal, progressive, transferable with the desires of all 

democrats and aligned with basic human rights that all people strive for, and the CA had the 

identical aspiration. While a substantial number of immigrants were pro-Church, others were anti-

Church and joined the CA or the CP, or both upon arrival. The way they joined the CP or/and the 

CA is similar. ‘Most, beyond doubt, had come to communism because of the good that was in 

them. They had come with idealism, with anger at bad social conditions; fundamentally they had, 

in most cases, come because no one had ever shown them anything better.’360 There were many 

Irish and people with Irish surnames amongst party members, who were called Sinn Féiners, as 

support for the aims and methods of the Irish struggle ‘translated into communist attachments.’361 

Gerard Madden also states ‘the phenomenon of Irish migrants in Britain being radicalised and 

joining the CPGB was genuine.’362 The CPGB was aware of that the influence of Sinn Féiners was 

substantial. The Party believed that it needed to ‘show support for the united Ireland, otherwise 

lose support.’363 

 

Douglas Arnold Hyde - not related to the first President of Ireland - from Bristol was a former 

news editor at the DW who later converted to Catholicism in 1948 and became an anti-communist 

propagandist and wrote columns for Catholic Herald. Hyde argues ‘since Communism is itself a 

spiritual problem I have always believed the problem of the Irishman who has been brought up in 

the Faith but who nonetheless finishes up in the Communist Party must be a spiritual problem 

too.’364 Furthermore, he argued that many of the people who came over to Britain were already 

politically-minded by the time they leave Ireland they are definitely ‘agin the Government’ and 
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‘they are already critical of orthodox politics and politicians, they have maybe had a period of 

unemployment, they may be blaming the Church and State.’ 365  Hyde claims that it is 

straightforward for Irish people to join the CPGB because it is ‘outside the British tradition.’366 

 

It cannot be made to share the guilt of British Imperialism to which it is, in any case, opposed. It has 

not and has never had, any link with British imperialist policies in Ireland or elsewhere. This means 

that the politically-minded Irishman who wishes to engage in British political activity without 

betraying his nationalist feelings can do so more easily through the Communist Party than through the 

established parties. He must put a lot of Irish history out of his mind and swallow a lot of his nationalist 

pride before he joins the Conservatives or, for that matter, the Liberal Party. There is much that he 

must forgive and try to forget if he is to go into the Labour Party. There is nothing in the British 

Communist Party’s history or policies which comes into conflict with his nationalism. The way into 

the Communist-guided Connolly Association at their political level is even easier. Its activities are 

mainly concerned with Irish problems and those of Irishmen in Britain. Its paper, the Irish Democrat, 

deliberately and understandably limits its range of interests in the main to Irish questions.367 

 

Hyde identified that one of the main reasons why a large number of Irish workers in England 

joined the CPGB is that ‘it is primarily concerned with Ireland and the Irish and not with the 

doctrines of Communism no readjustment in his thinking is required in order that he shall be able 

to support it wholeheartedly.’368 Morgan, Cohen and Flinn also argue the methods of the Irish 

struggle ‘translated into communist attachments.’369 Nevertheless, the tactics and objectives of 

communists and republicans were fundamentally different. When the IRA approached the 

Bolsheviks for money and guns, ‘one of the communists asked, ‘How many priests have you 

hanged?’ When the IRA rep, shocked, replied, ‘None!’ he was told to come back when they were 

serious about the revolution!’370 

 

Pro Soviet? 
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It is clear from the coverage that the IF/ID initially gave pro-Soviet and a partial view of other 

eastern countries. Some readers lamented that the paper should be more objective as this fact 

alienated readers. A letter of complaint was printed because the paper never wrote any criticism of 

the Russian government. Regarding the article ‘Break the boycott’ in the November 1947 issue, a 

reader protested:  

 

whilst agreeing with much you write and at the same time appreciating that your paper gives much 

interesting news and articles, might I be allowed to mention the fact that you never write any criticism 

of the Russian, Polish and Yugoslav governments…It is this fact that prejudices many would-be 

readers of your paper. Perhaps you think these are not worth mentioning and that you contend that the 

Press of the Western World comments enough on these happenings. Nevertheless, I think you should 

be objective and publish more about these facts. After all your paper has a ‘Democratic’ heading.371  

 

The paper defended its position as it had a role to play as a voice for the voiceless.  

 

This newspaper believes in the necessity to propagate Socialism – as Connolly and Larkin did when 

they were alive. Russia, Poland and Yugoslavia and all striving to maintain the forms of Socialist 

economy they have established in the way they deem to be most suitable for their own countries. We 

will not join the malicious band that denigrate the policies and leaders of these countries. Their 

opponents are those who have opposed every social and political advance of the common people 

throughout the world and who are now traducing the democratic representatives of the people who 

contest the by-elections in Ireland. In short, this is not the place to seek the calumniator of the workers, 

whether they be Swiss, Russian or Irish.372  

 

Although Greaves was often critical of CPGB leaders, he held a belief that as an institution, it had 

a vital role to play, and his thinking was reflected in the paper. He believed: ‘The communist 

movement in Britain is the origin of every progressive idea in this country for the past few decades. 

It has plenty of faults, but if it were not there you would soon see how reactionary everything 

would get.’373 Therefore, ‘I cannot attack the Provisionals in the ID, or the Russians for that matter, 

without helping the British Government, which I regard as worse than either of them and so I do 
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not carry such attacks – which is not to say that I agree with what they do.’374 Nevertheless, it was 

clear that the general population did not share his view. Newspaper sellers received harsh treatment 

when selling the paper in public places. Johnston encountered ‘personal hostility, a consequence 

of the apparent promotion of support for the USSR and the post-war Eastern European scene.’375 

Similar to ID sellers, DW sellers received mental and physical harassment from the public. ‘Sellers 

of the DW, women as well as men, were spat upon and assaulted on the streets; canvassing, they 

had doors slammed in their faces, even chamber-pots emptied on their heads from upstairs 

windows.’376  

 

Hungarian crisis 

Balanced reporting was challenged as the autonomous newspaper attempted to spread the message 

about socialism and maintained that the freedom of speech is the right of all people. The ID always 

defended small nations from the clutches of powerful countries. On many occasions, Greaves 

disagreed with the CPGB policy and was strongly against the Soviet’s invasion of smaller nations 

although his view did not immediately reflect in the paper. For example, the event that the Soviets 

invaded Hungary on 4 November 1956 caused a stir. Treacy claims ‘Greaves was forthright in his 

defence of the Soviet Union on occasions like the invasions of Hungary and Czechoslovakia and 

ensured that the CA adhered to an orthodox Communist line.’377 In effect, Greaves was opposed 

to Stalinism, and his instant reaction to the Hungary event was: ‘They had done terrible things and 

were complete muddlers and stupids (sic) and worse.’378 Greave had an editorial meeting on 14 

November and they secured an agreement on the way to treat the issue. The ID decided to support 

the new government in Hungary. In his diary, he wrote: 

 

I had already seen Pat Devine and convinced him of the necessity for it and though Eamon Lyons 

thought we were perhaps a little kind to Russia, he acquiesced readily enough.  If no serious stroke of 

bad luck intervenes in a situation which is coming more and more to resemble a maelstrom every day, 
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we will preserve our own little Irish movement, as Paddy Clancy put it, from the convulsions which 

are shaking some of the others.379   

 

The article by Pat Devine who had his own column on world affairs appeared in the December 

1956 issue:  

 

‘The United Nations, with the agreement of the major powers should decide that within a clearly stated 

period – and not too long – every nation should withdraw its troops from all other countries. This 

would mean not only Russian troops leaving Hungry and Poland, but American, British, and French 

troops leaving the various countries in which they are situated, including, needless to say, the British 

troops from Ireland and the American troops from Britain.’380  

 

Simultaneously, a short news article on the front page appeared in the same issue: ‘Hungarian 

emigres marched through Birmingham and the GL was part of it. The GL initially banned political 

activities but now free to take active part in political struggles for the ending of partition.’381 This 

is a bold statement as the newspaper appealed to the reader to take action in the wake of the 

invasion. Along with this article, there was another short news article. A socialist bookshop New 

Books in Dublin was attacked during Hungarian emigres demonstration organised by National 

University students. The article defended: ‘citizens have a right to their opinions and CA members 

have contributed towards the restoration of the shop.’382 This also implies that the CA’s belief in 

democratic socialist Ireland and anti-violence stance was not necessarily aligned with the CP 

policy. The paper punctuated their statement by publishing an article by the CP in Belfast. ‘The 

CP does not advocate a policy of armed force for the solution of the national problem in this 

country, nor for the attainment of its own objectives of a socialist Ireland….The Dublin 

Government is now officially in a position of ‘dispute’ with the British Government but does 

nothing about the dispute.’383 

 

Reaching pro-Church people 
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Although the paper attempted to reach a wider audience, there were several obstacles to overcome. 

As it was mentioned earlier, the biggest challenge was the Church. Many newly arrived Irish 

people refused to read the ID just because the Church labelled it as communist without 

understanding what it entailed. Kerrigan noted in October 1950 that ‘there was a tremendous drive 

by the Catholics against the ID on the grounds that it was a Communist organ.’384 Bishop Michael 

Browne of Galway accused the ID as having ‘its main object to infect Irish workers with the 

Communist Party-Line.’385 In 1948, Bishop Browne drew attention to a statement by the British 

Trade Union Congress condemning CPGB influence within the trade union movement which listed 

both the CA and ID as ‘subsidiary organisations’ of the CPGB by saying ‘it is a fact that well-

known communists are connected with this Association as founders and members of the Executive; 

it is also established that members of these clubs soon cease to go to the sacraments and to 

Mass.’386 The Church’s blatant attack was the source of confusion amongst immigrants. One of 

the observations was made by Donall MacAmhlaigh. Similar to the majority of typical working 

men, he was initially sceptical about the relationship between communism and the ID and dubious 

about where his suspicion came from. 

 

This is a socialist paper put out by the Connolly Clubs. Many of the Irish here are against the people 

responsible for this paper as they are inclined to be very much to the left, but I think they’re an honest 

enough bunch who are seriously concerned about the bad state that Ireland is in. It’s sad that they are 

Communists, but I doubt that. Only a short while ago, I was talking to a priest who told me that the 

English Communists had failed to get any good out of them at all.387  

 

Although a few minority priests were supporting the IF/ID, many Irish residents in Britain did not 

even question about this because they took the Church’s disapproval at face value. The ID 

published a letter to the Editor from an Irish teacher, writing that they needed to be properly 

informed: ‘The fact that the overwhelming number of Irish in London have no knowledge that 

these classes are held is one reason for the miserable attendance and the possibility of 

discontinuation…The ID was unknown to most of my fellow students and treated with suspicion 
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and distrust by those who knew of it. I am happy to report that 30 per cent of the class plus the 

teacher are now regular monthly readers.’388 

 

In effect, the paper was not concerned whether Irish people joined the CP or not as long as it could 

achieve their goal. Its main task was to sell the newspaper to spread the message.  Greaves as editor 

and the CPGB tried to find common ground with anti-Catholic people and collaborated strategies. 

Greaves came up with a solution by embracing the Church. Madden claims that Greaves suggested 

remedies to ‘the challenge of Catholic anti-communism’ by proposing the CPGB to publish 

Connolly’s ‘Labour, Nationality and Religion, arguing that the CPGB would win much sympathy 

amongst Catholics by simultaneously defending the right of Catholics to practice their religion 

while denying the clergy’s right to interfere in politics,’ 389  as Connolly rejected clerical 

condemnations of socialism in this book. Greaves recommended that the CPGB publish a brief 

statement rebutting Catholic arguments against communism:  

 

We might even distribute it at church doors after mass. The thing to remember is that those who attend 

mass are often in mental conflict with it. Many of them hate the restriction, the mental slavery and 

mumbo-jumbo and will take no notice of a priest who says, ‘don’t buy it’. But the approach of our 

sellers must be VERY modest and friendly.390  

 

The Church’s preoccupation was that immigrants stop going to church if they became communists. 

Madden points out that the Irish in Britain were being ‘at risk of falling into a life of immorality, 

and, amidst the broader atmosphere of the Cold War, communism, in the image of the CA was 

seen as being in a prime position to exploit the perceived vulnerability of the Church.’ 391  Although, 

the Church was viewed as one of the oppositions to the paper as it was publicly attacking it, the 

ID did not blame the Church but embraced it with a few progressive clergymen on board. To start 

with, Father Michael O’Flanagan was an honorary member of the CC. Various priests contributed 

articles with different topics to the IF/ID. For example, Rev. Father Clarence Duffy wrote about 
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why discrimination is unchristian.392 Pat Devine, a CPGB, CC/CA member, IF/ID and DW writer 

and anti-cleric, also ‘urged the CPGB to ensure that Catholic anti-communist clerics from the Pope 

down be exposed and denounced in our press and by our speakers’ and ‘he emphasised that 

instances of cooperation between the Church and communist governments in Eastern Europe’s 

new democracies be highlighted.’393 This suggestion is reflected in the IF/ID as it reported the 

Church support for communist governments on numerous occasions: ‘Writing of Communism, a 

French Catholic paper in London says collaboration between Catholics and Communists is 

possible after the war’394 and ‘Communists and Christian Democrats fraternise in Italy.’395 Articles 

on the Church collaboration with communists against fascism and imperialism repeatedly appeared 

in the paper. 

 

The paper attempted to acknowledge the Catholic dimension of Irish identity but did not put 

emphasis on the religion. In effect, Greaves had a sympathetic attitude to religious faith: ‘religious 

belief of some kind is necessary to society and may have an evolutionary role in getting people to 

cooperate.’396 Yet, the paper was again struck with other types of divisions. Although, many newly 

arrived Irish people were Catholic, among them contained equally substantial fervent anti-Catholic 

leftists who were concerned about the way the newspaper depicted the Church. One of the loudest 

voices was Muriel MacSwiney (1892-1982), widow of Cork Lord Mayor Terence MacSwiney 

who was ‘very perturbed at our not attacking the Catholic Church in the ID,’ Greaves wrote in his 

diary. ‘The last straw was our obituary of Cardinal Griffin and the fact that we found a good word 

to say for him. She was put out when I would not sponsor her visit to Manchester to ‘tell the Irish 

the truth’.’397 In numerous occasions, her name shows up in the archival documents in relation to 

Greaves. Idris Cox called Muriel MacSwiney Greave’s ‘girlfriend’398 but Coughlan confirmed that 

they were not an item, but good friends and she occasionally cleaned his untidy flat. While in 
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London, she was associated with the CA, but in the end, she fell out with Greaves and left London 

in 1956.399   

 

Another challenging aspect is that the diaspora community was perpetually fractionated. Although 

there were times that the IF/ID was well received, it continuously struggled to attract a wider 

readership throughout the research period as social division amongst Irish workers was a recurrent 

theme. J. A. Jackson argued that the fundamental division of the Irish community occurred ‘as a 

result of social class is a reflection of a similar division in Ireland which becomes more marked by 

the greater scale of the British communities.’400 When they arrived in England, they had brought 

their class structure and politics with them: ‘The Irish carried their memories of Whiteboyism not 

alone to the cities of Ireland, but to England and Scotland while they took a prominent part in 

organising trade unions wherever they settled in Britain.’401 Jackson claims that the most marked 

divisions in the immigrant community and its activities are ‘determined by social class, and to a 

lesser degree by sectarian interest.’402 As most Irish nationalists typically had a working-class 

Catholic background, middle-class and professional immigrants were reluctant to associate 

themselves with extreme nationalist movements and with the left-wing policies of such 

organisations as the CA.403  

 

In addition to this, the paper’s failure to reach a broader audience was that many people, especially 

newcomers, had not fully understood the nature of the Irish struggle and what the paper advocated, 

the basic concepts of democracy. MacAmhlaigh further observed: 

 

This boyo was going around the pubs in Camden Town trying to sell the Democrat to the lads. He 

stretched it out to one man who snarled ‘Clear off with your oul’ paper, the Church don’t approve of 

it.’ The News of the World was sticking out of the man’s pocket at the time. The man with the 

Democrat merely said: ‘Just how mixed-up can Irishmen get?’404 
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In the mid-twentieth century, people were living in a rapidly changing society and various 

ideologies and philosophies existed that were frequently muddled or misunderstood. While some 

readers had their own interpretation, other individuals were clearly confused with the 

organisation’s principles. According to numerous letters published in the paper, the organisation 

was described in a number of ways such as socialist republican, nationalist, left republican, 

communist, while some people questioned whether republicanism and socialism could be practised 

at the same time. To remedy the situation, they reiterated to the general public that it was non-

sectarian, and their ideology is ‘a crossroad between the English and the Irish progressive 

movements.’405 One of their pamphlets What is the Connolly Association? typically explains: 

 

Sometimes somebody writes in to ask, ‘is the Connolly Association Socialist?’ They can get confused 

when they don’t get a simple answer. You do not have to sign a declaration that you support socialism 

in order to be a member – though you have to support an independent Irish republic of 32 counties. 

The whole outlook policy and work of the Association is informed by Socialist ideas. But it is not 

dogmatic. Many good Irish Republicans agree with some socialist ideas and disagree with others. 

These days socialism is fashionable. There are many people whose ideas are as different from 

Connolly’s as chalk from cheese who proclaim themselves socialists. The Association is not interested 

in people’s consciences. It is interested in what they do. No republican who agrees with what the 

Connolly Association is doing and wants to forward it is going to be refused admission because he 

isn’t a socialist and his family votes Fianna Fáil! And any real socialist will welcome him. And those 

who will not the Connolly Association does not want.406 

 

Without being too pedantic, the paper declared that it welcomed all people who were aligned with 

their basic belief of self-determination by explaining that they were ‘not bothered about who their 

grandfather was or the shape of their nose.’ The paper was ultimately for and by the working class 

who were supporters of united Ireland. The paper appealed: ‘the CA advises both pro-Communist 

and anti-Communist to forget that little quarrel till we get Ireland FREE. Let’s postpone it. Let’s 

drop it now and start again in a free country.’407  
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Lastly, it is worth mentioning that there was a time lag for newly arrived immigrants to get familiar 

with the ID’s beliefs in order to digest them. For example, Donall MacAmhlaigh was a navvy of 

the 1950s and the author of An Irish Navvy: The Diary of an Exile, originally written in Irish as 

Dialann Deorai and published in 1964. As one of the typical construction workers in post-war 

England, he kept a diary and penned his daily life in London and other English cities such as the 

hardships of work camps, lonesome nights, dancehalls, and pubs which were all part of the typical 

life of Irish immigrants. During the early stage of his working life in England, he consciously and 

repeatedly questioned: ‘We can never be as wealthy as England but we’re so far behind other 

countries such as Denmark that one can only conclude that something has gone wrong 

somewhere.’408 At the beginning, he was undecided about the CA and the ID and was rather aloof 

about the ID when he was writing his diary in the 1950s. However, as he settled in England, he 

gradually started appreciating the work of the newspaper and its organisation and became an avid 

member of the CA Northampton branch, eventually had his own column, Gaelic articles and other 

stories in the ID in the 1970s until his death. He later became a passionate Irish teacher at the Irish 

class which ran for 2 years in the unemployed centre. His obituary appeared on the front page in 

the March 1989 issue which was one of the most detailed and longest in the paper’s history. This 

explains that his life is the epitome of tens of thousands of Irish workers in Britain. It was natural 

for those mainly Catholic Irish immigrants from small villages of Ireland who arrived in a large 

urban city, being exposed to various ideologies, discrimination, new environment and getting 

accustomed to their work, needed some adjustments and time, in addition to their conflicting 

attitudes in regard to the Church as well as peer pressure. Furthermore, the majority of workers 

were struggling to secure basic living conditions, namely accommodation and decent work. A 

reader wrote a letter to the Editor, regarding unity and exiles as Irish workers’ top priority was a 

reasonable standard of living.  

 

At the moment it is very unbalanced, too many little prejudices prevail. In my job, I find our people 

have a devil-may-care attitude towards the question of unity. I found they want Ireland to be a better 

place to live in. But they don’t want to contribute anything towards it. This to me is where the question 

of unity falls down. This is also where a vigorous approach is necessary. We must be one body, with 
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one mind to achieve our aim. With a comparison of selected ideas of course. Our organisations are 

not adequate enough to help distressed exiles. This is where unity begins, by providing certain 

amenities for our people, to prevent crowded lodging houses, by selecting a person to look after the 

welfare of those people. And also, to prevent them from being exploited. The question of unity cannot 

be properly answered, with the biggest portion of our exiles in disagreement.409  

 

As immigrants needed some time to adjust their lives, physically, emotionally, psychologically, 

and spiritually, the adaptation period was necessary to join the movement. Evidently, there appears 

to be ‘a pattern of first-generation migrants being less likely than their children to become 

integrated into the CPGB.’410 Greaves also recalled in later years that he and Joe Deighan have 

often wondered why all their hard work amongst the Irish in Britain in the 1950s achieved so little: 

‘I think now that the process of emigration and settling in another country is so traumatic for so 

many people that it takes a generation for them to settle down, and it is only in the next generation 

perhaps that they can hope to influence events significantly in the host country.’411  

 

Conclusion  

As this chapter shows, an existing theory was tested. The IF/ID was not a party bulletin as it was 

not designed to spread the CPGB’s propaganda although its revolutionary line was aligned with 

the IF/ID, demanding the pursuit of progressive political development. They shared the stages’ 

view, as they both focused on the broad alliance by shifting strategies. They both aspired to follow 

the model of a ‘Bolshevik newspaper,’ 412  deeply rooted in the class struggle to establish 

revolutionary journalism. Their symbiotic relationships are undeniable, however, all left-wing 

organs attempted to unite by collaborating with others particularly before the war. In this regard, 

‘left wing figures around the Labour Party and the trade unions contributed regularly’413 to the 

communist press. And this can apply to the IF/ID. Without carrying the specific communist 

propaganda, both papers looked like general workers’ newspapers. The CP’s main concern was 

not its contents but its sales figures as it strived to spread the message. The CA/ID’s close 

relationship with the CPGB had some vital consequences as they failed to attract readers. 
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Nevertheless, the papers consciously attempted to differentiate from each other, in particular, the 

ID tenaciously affirmed that it was an independent paper. In any case, Greaves’s intention was 

simply to get maximum support from the CPGB for his broad organisation strategy and his top 

priority was to make his newspaper speak both for and with a voice of the working classes. The 

next chapter examines how the newspaper attempted to unite workers. 
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Chapter Three: How to unite workers 

The CC/CA identified two main powers in Britain, trade unions and the British government. The 

organisation and its paper prioritised to work with trade unions in order to mobilise workers and 

to write about trade union-related articles in England, and simultaneously, they extensively lobbied 

British politicians to alter the system and to democratise the law in Northern Ireland. This chapter 

explores the development and objectives of the newspaper in relation to Irish workers within the 

context of the wide-ranging socio-economic changes of the research period. It begins with the 

evolution of the newspaper and how it engaged with Irish workers to create a movement. The next 

section seeks to provide how the newspaper framed certain articles and issues in order to highlight 

the status quo of Irish workers and voiced solidarity. Finally, the cases of construction workers 

and nurses, the two notable and major groups of Irish immigrants in England are assessed. How 

did the newspaper try to unite workers? How did the paper frame workers and influence the labour 

movement?  

Incessant workers 

Since partition, more than one million Irish, principally young capable individuals left for England 

to join the workforce. The loss of the working-age populations further led to economic and cultural 

stagnation and made it difficult for the whole Ireland to develop. Irish migration to Britain between 

1921 and 1971 was one of the most notable flows of migrants in twentieth century Europe, and the 

highest was the 1950s.414  Between 1951 and 1961, 412,000 Irish people left, and Ireland in 1956 

and 1957 was the only country in Europe where the total volume of goods and services consumed 

declined.415 Employment in industry dropped by 38,000, or 14 per cent of the industrial labour 

force, from 1951 to 1959, and the agricultural workforce was depleted by 200,000 from 1941 to 

1961.416 Through interwar and postwar years, Irish workers continuously crossed the Irish Sea to 

be part of British economic activities as a matter of necessity and urgency, initiated by the British 

government. ‘Due to the extreme shortage of unskilled labour in this country, the recruitment of 

Labour from Éire was conducted particularly of labourers,’ but ‘not to recruit indiscriminately 

encouraged.’417 Some may held a good profession or even status in Ireland but most of them 
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became wage-earners and joined the working class in Britain, therefore ‘their power to defend 

themselves or to aid their homeland, rose or fell with the fortunes of the working class’. 418 

MacAmhlaigh who came to England to work as a navvy also observed: ‘…in Dublin, there are 

Irish of all kinds – rich, poor, intelligent and ignorant – but in England, for the most part, there is 

only one kind of Irishman and that is the worker.’419 These push-pull factors transformed Irish 

people’s lives. Irish migrants in Britain proved to be a valuable labour force of largely unskilled 

labour which filled the shortage during the immediate post-war period.420  

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Britain had 85 percent of the total working population 

and had become ‘unquestionably a working-class nation’421 and the majority of Irish immigrants 

belonged to this group during the research period although Irish immigrants were not entirely 

homogenous. The Irish question is considered as a class struggle because working people were the 

ones who had severe economic consequences. It was logical to regard that incessantly arriving 

Irish workers could function effectively as a mass movement for unification of Ireland. The CA 

believed, in Johnston’s words: ‘keep the Irish in London from being lost from Irish to British 

politics and to try to mobilise them into an interest in Ireland.’422 The newspaper intended to 

mobilise the whole population of Irish workers in an enormous collective effort to fight against 

imperialism. The paper’s main target was primarily Irish immigrants in England as well as British 

workers in order to influence their thoughts and opinions. As it is clear from the paper’s mantra 

‘Ireland and working men in England, unite!’, uniting workers was their top priority.  

 

The press as an organiser 

The early twentieth century was a relatively quiet period for the Irish press in England. Geoffrey 

Bell’s study on the Irish Revolution and the British Labour Movement during the time of Easter 

1916 highlights that most of the British labour movement was hesitant: a hesitancy to ‘devote time, 

energy and intellectual endeavour to explore what was happening in Ireland in those years; a 

hesitancy to give the Irish majority what they wanted; a hesitancy to relate what was happening in 
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Ireland to their own values; and, most of all, a hesitancy to decisively change the course of 

British/Irish history.’423 The tradition of being hesitant lingered on for a while. In March 1921, the 

Irish Self Determination League (ISDL) London District Committee began to publish a monthly 

newspaper called the Irish Exile/An Deordaidbe Gaodhlach which could function as an organiser 

but fearing police attention, there was no named editor, and the articles were mostly not attributed. 

Mary MacDiarmada claims this paper became a useful propaganda tool for the ISDL, but the 

British authorities did not attempt to suppress it. Although, it is difficult to ascertain verifiable 

circulation figures, its own report in April 1922 put the monthly figure at 10,000.424 One of the 

founders of this organisation Art O’Brien was London-born and reared and educated privately. His 

‘journey from wealthy electrical engineer to leader of Irish militant nationalism in London was, 

by any measure, quite extraordinary. That he became the leading Irish revolutionary in London 

despite his background suggests a significant level of commitment and organizational ability.’425  

   

It took nearly two decades for Irish immigrants to have a paper of their own again for 

organisational purposes. For Irish workers in England, the IF was a long-awaited publication with 

a mission to improve workers’ lives. Right after the paper was launched, a ‘staunch fighter’ for 

trade union rights in England, Mick Kane commented: ‘at last the Irish workers in this country 

have a voice, which cutting through all the shams and rottenness of the Capitalist press, will be 

added to the voice of the British workers raised in the demand for social justice for the people at 

home and abroad.’426 Progressive Irish workers looked to this paper to interpret events surrounding 

imperialism and misgovernment over Ireland which impacted Irish peoples’ lives and sought 

protection and advice. The paper used their bitter experience to mobilise them and support for 

United Ireland and attempted to improve their working and living conditions in the process.  

 

Arguably, the paper as an organiser, a community and a voice of the working-class movement had 

seven main functions: to promote the organisation’s mission and activities principally campaigning 

for all-Ireland self-determination and civil rights for Catholic Irish and working people; to perform 
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a range of functions such as educational activities of the organisation; to provide a platform for 

affiliated organs such as the Movement for Colonial Freedom and the National Council for Civil 

Liberties, and allies such as the Labour Party, Communist Party and trade unions; to function as a 

promotional board for similarly-minded businesses and notices such as restaurants, hostels, 

bookshops, barbers, Catholic funeral services and job advertisements; to organise and mobilise the 

working-class masses for various movements such as labour, trade union and civil rights; to offer 

news from home; to provide legal, emotional and general support. Amongst many lectures and 

events, the CA identified that there was a need to train leaders and attempted to offer speakers’ 

classes in order to produce aspiring industrial leaders. A notice appeared in the ID: ‘the strain of 

doubling up the London meetings while still supplying the provincial centres with speakers is 

telling on the larynxes of the London oratory.’427 In this regard, what the paper strived to do was 

to go beyond their community level as its focus was organising masses of people in order to 

democratise Britain. Their mission was identical to Lenin’s newspaper Iskra.428  It put more 

emphasise on what should happen rather than what happened. Lenin highlighted that the 

newspaper was not the outcome of the political movement, but its instigator which corresponded 

to the ID’s aspiration to lead working people. In order to be heard and protect workers, the 

newspaper called for all readers to join their respective trade unions as a matter of urgency. 

Because ‘only the active participation of all our Irish workers in the British Trade Union 

Movement can guarantee their survival.’429  

 

The best weapon against the Tory policies and attacks is a strong militant trade union organisation. 

Irish workers in Britain have the same problems as their British brethren, and the Irish are usually first 

to be attacked…The Irish have a long history of struggle against British imperialism, and therefore 

some Irish exiles tend to separate themselves from the British trade union movement. This is a mistake. 

Most Irish emigrants belong to the working class and should join the organisations which fight for 

that class in Britain.430  

 

The paper explained the things could be done through the trade union: self-protection in the event 
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of accident, victimisation, low wages or unsatisfactory working conditions; the need of union 

backing and a ‘spokesman’ to deal with the employers if a worker happens to be put on a ‘charge’ 

by some overbearing superior or foreman, or when making a claim for subsistence allowance; the 

necessity for Irish workers in Britain to show a spirit of unity and solidarity with their fellow 

workers and by their actions, refute the insinuations sometimes levelled against them by a hostile 

press, that they are politically backward and a source of cheap labour.431 The fellow workers 

include not only Irish workers but also British workers. The ID further identified Irish worker’s 

‘special needs’ and suggested various points to challenge the status quo: the trade unions would 

improve standard of living for unprotected workers and ‘British Labour will fight with us’; the 

making illegal of all preaching of racial and national hatred or discrimination; improved and 

increased housing and hostel accommodation; unemployed benefits accumulated during work in 

Britain to be payable after return to Éire; improvement of travel facilities.432 To deal with the 

hostility of the local society, the paper urged that the Irish should view British workers as allies, 

not enemies. ‘There has always been the suspicion that Irish labour coming into Britain might 

undercut the standard of living of the British workers, and in order to combat this, the first steps 

must be to remove any excuse for antagonism, to get the Irish into the Trade Union Movement and 

to remove any grievances which could create this ill-feeling.’433 The paper defended Irish workers 

with the help of trade unions and advocated solidarity not only with other Irish workers but British 

as well as other workers from oppressed countries and urged resistance against the British 

imperialism. In this process, the paper represented the working-class community, promoted 

workers’ solidarity, attempted making them aware that they were part of the large labour 

movement, providing all workers to feel a new sense of responsibility.  

 

By organising and uniting workers, the newspaper played various roles in this process. Although 

it is impossible to estimate how much the paper and its organisation contributed as other left organs 

were also making an effort, trade union membership expanded rapidly during the war, rising from 

6,053,000 in 1928 to 7,803,000 in 1945. In 1946, it passed the previous record level of 8,000,000 

attained briefly in 1920.434 By 1950, trade union membership further increased to 9,500,000 as the 
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Labour government created a National Health Service and nationalised the coal, rail and docks 

industries where a substantial number of Irish workers belonged. During the post-war 

reconstruction period, the Labour government’s top agenda was also trade unions. In conjunction 

with the thriving industries, a substantial number of jobs were created and so was union 

membership.  

 

The paper attempted to civilize the building trade. The industry employs ‘a million men. Of these 

500,000 are unskilled workers – so-called unskilled…of the tradesmen only 50 percent are 

organised. Of the unskilled workers only 10 percent are organised. The majority of these unskilled 

workers are Irish…It is the fault of the industrial conditions in England. The majority of them have 

never been approached never had a chance to join a union.’435 The paper repeatedly sent out the 

same message: ‘join your trade union and safeguard your rights and demand a better standard of 

life.’ The paper was aware that tens of thousands of Irish workers remained outside the trade union 

movement: ‘it was an established fact that the mainstream of Irish workers coming to Britain 

gravitate naturally to the labour movement and a large number of Irish workers joined their unions, 

but at the same time, an equally large number of them were resisting.’436 Despite all the efforts, 

the paper lamented that Irish workers did not comprehend the value of trade unions: ‘the task of 

organising the Irish was not an easy one…because so many had never been in a union before, and 

never worked on a union job.’437 There are various complex reasons for Irish people to refrain 

from joining the union. T. Watters, probably a local CA and trade union member, wrote in the 

paper, ‘it is the fault of the Trade Union Movement that Irishmen are not in the union.’ He 

highlighted: 

  

the question of Ireland’s policy in internal affairs and in international relations should be the 

responsibility of the Labour Movement in Ireland. In his view, the policy of the CA should be confined 

to working for ‘the best possible relations between the British and Irish people by advancing demands 

for better trade relations,’ to bring pressure on the British Labour Government on the question of 

partition and the Six Counties Special Powers Act, and to fight for the removal of the grievances of 
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the Irish working in Britain.438 

 

Unlike British workers, Irish workers viewed the trade union movement in Britain as a link to 

imperialism and other national issues, and something that needed to be worked on simultaneously. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Greaves may have pushed in on issues in the CP and IWL 

domain,439 the CC/CA considered that the issue was not just improving workers’ lives, but the root 

cause needed to be concurrently dealt with holistically. Most of the readers were newly arrived 

immigrants from rural areas with farming background with no trade union concept. The paper 

argued Irish workers’ yearning for national freedom and British workers’ economic freedom 

would complement one another.  

 

The struggle of the Irish workers for national freedom will be strengthened to the extent that they 

associate closely with the British workers who are struggling for the economic and political freedom. 

To the degree that the Irish workers in Britain remain aloof or dissociated from the British trade union 

and Labour movement when they are employed in Britain, and so long as the British Labour 

movement fails to support the demands of the Irish people, then just so much longer will the British 

ruling class take advantage of the situation and continue their oppression. Every sincere Irishman 

should participate whole-heartedly in the work of strengthening the British Labour movement.440 

 

Articles on apathetic Irish workers towards trade unions in England were often highlighted in the 

paper. When a federation steward of a trade union stated that Irishmen are indifferent towards trade 

unions, a reader called Robert Keogh, builder’s labourer contested: 

 

I would like to contradict him. Many Irishmen became members of an English trade union before 

coming to this country for war work. The only benefit we have got out of it was pay our subscriptions 

every week. On my first job on an aerodrome in Norfolk when the organiser came to address a meeting 

on the site to get more members, we brought up the question about not being paid our proper bonus. 

After he attacked the Works Committee, he promised to get the matter fixed, but to our surprise we 

never got the money. Since the building industry got the last increase in pay, cost of living and other 

expenses has risen threefold, and the unions have time and again put in a demand for a rise in pay to 
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meet the rise in prices but have been refused and they have made no effort to press the demand further. 

They bring up the old bogey that they cannot do anything till they have a hundred per cent membership. 

The Irish unions do not wait till they have a big membership but fight for their demands and collect 

members after. My advice is instead of talking trade unionism to act it and get on with the job and not 

to be taking it lying down as at present and then they will get all the members they want.441  

 

Editor replied: ‘Trade unionism here, as elsewhere is not perfect, but the remedy is to strengthen 

the links as our correspondent suggests.’442  

 

From a worker’s point of view, organising meant a risk as they would lose time and wages, or 

even a job. For example, there were thousands of Irish wage labourers working at the 

Aldermaston atom plant site in Berkshire in 1952. It appointed a Welfare Committee, but the 

members lost time whenever they met to look after their welfare. A union steward said that the 

Transport Union was anxious to enrol every possible member.443 In 1966, the paper was still 

struggling to organise workers as it lamented: ‘The Irish in Britain are insufficiently organised. 

Lack of organisation is linked with disunity. We have never yet risen above the childish idea 

that one can only cooperate with people who agree with us in everything. It is the most 

obstructive and hamstringing prejudice in the catalogue of political nonsense.’444  

 

Article trends and evolution 

The organisation’s trade union contacts were not only their allies, but they were the writers and 

offered a valuable inside knowledge to the paper. The articles are mostly composed of comments 

from their own contacts and CA members. The paper carried various short and clear-cut industry 

articles. The articles that industrial correspondents would typically cover include strikes by 

teachers, milkers, turf workers, building workers, engineers and other professions in Ireland, 

Northern Ireland, Britain and abroad; demands by workers, wage increase and working conditions; 

building workers and their accommodation problems in England; legal issues such as lodging 

substance, benefits, allowances, unemployment insurance, death and injuries, workmen’s 
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compensation; activism such as protests, campaigns and marches with trade unionists; positive 

industrial initiatives such as starting a new union and group by workers, the CC/CA or other 

organs; TUC conference coverage; TUC statements and budgets; protest updates; trade disputes 

and legal actions such as dismissals, low wage, working conditions; history and educational 

features; all Ireland Congress-related; appointments and new representative notices; trade 

unionists and TUCs support for internees and prisoners445; trade unions’ recruitment activities; 

internal disputes. Some of the most pronounced recurrent themes throughout the three decades 

were construction worker-related stories, issues in Northern Ireland such as unemployment of 

mostly Catholic but as well as Protestant people, unemployment in the shipping and linen 

industries, strikes, demands, appalling working and living conditions; the Northern Ireland Trades 

Council; and TUC disputes and trade unionists’ civil rights activism.446  

 

The newspaper specifically framed these articles to push their own narratives. In general, industry-

related articles tended to contain multiple topics and issues such as politics, history, and economics 

because these all stem from the same root cause. As a campaigning paper with a specific angle, 

trade unionism was a core theme on the pages and frequently dedicated the whole industrial news 

page for Irish workers in England. Trade union and industry-related stories appeared throughout 

the paper, on a related subject placed adjacent, or sometimes on a completely unrelated subject - 

for example, construction strike articles appeared next to the boxing articles in order to send out 

the solidarity and fighting spirit.447 This indicates that the editorial team carefully emphasised on 

the juxtaposition of texts, rather than paying too much attention to layout. Irish workers looked to 

the paper to interpret events surrounding imperialism over Ireland, protection, and advice. 

  

Industry stories evolved significantly during the research period. During the first decade between 

1939 and 1949, the paper’s focus was on urging all workers to join the trade union, namely, ‘to 

demand an improvement in the disgraceful conditions now prevailing.’ 448  It is evident from 

newspaper articles that a large majority of Irish immigrants during this period belonged to the 
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working class, therefore, most workers were typically involved with the labour movement with 

varying degrees from fully committed trade unionists to opportunists. The Irish influx made a vital 

part of British working-class history and the paper attempted to make a difference when the TUC 

was still relatively ‘a voice in the wilderness.’449 The war and post-war years were an exciting 

period for trade unions. Between 1939 and 1957, the British TUC became ‘an influential national 

organisation as a representative of trade unions to speak to the government’ and earned its position 

as a powerful tool and in Churchill’s words, ‘the trade union movement had become the Fourth 

Estate of the realm.’450 For working class people, ‘there was a deep yearning for change’451 during 

this period. Along with other left-wing organs, the TUC continued to grow until the immediate 

post-war years. Between 1939 and 1949, home news such as Irish trade unions and industry articles 

were often featured in the front page. Two noticeable items during this decade were trade union 

recruitment activities and strikes. The paper reiterated to defend themselves against victimisation 

and discrimination through trade unions and these articles appeared prominently in this decade. 

For example, the paper reported every time the IRA exploded bombs, subsequent articles tended 

to report on Irish workers’ dismissal from their jobs. ‘This action must be met with the united voice 

of all Irish organisations in England and representations must also be made to the Governing bodies 

of the Trade unions Congresses in Ireland and England.’452 According to numerous articles, the 

paper established friendly relations with a number of British trades unions and focused on working 

to convince workers who were reluctant to join trades unions. Whenever there was a successful 

settlement, it was covered in detail to inspire others to join. In April 1946, Irish workers in the 

Dagenham area have been ‘flocking into the Amalgamated Engineering, Electrical, Transport and 

General and other unions’ as result of the big strike victory at Ford’s in March. The paper 

meticulously reported every time when a case is settled positively, and an improvement was made 

such as the trade union workers’ victory at Fords in Dagenham.453 Simultaneously, they attempted 

to educate and persuade the British workers to give their support to the end of partition.454  

 

During the height of Irish emigration in the 1950s, Britain formally recruited tens of thousands of 
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workers from the whole island of Ireland to work in Britain. The sluggish Irish economy in the 

1950s pushed an incessant number of Irish people to England, and Britain pulled them as it was 

experiencing brisk economic growth. The Labour government created full employment and was 

moving towards the direction of socialism as it established the National Health Service, the public 

ownership of the Bank of England and other industries such as railways, road haulage, electricity, 

gas, the coal, and the steel. For example, by the mid-1950s facilities in the port which was the 

largest single employer of manpower in London, had an average of 1,000 ships docked there each 

week with the booming commonwealth trade.455 In addition to dockers, construction and building 

workers, nurses and catering workers from Ireland were the major workforce. To reflect the huge 

demand for labour, the paper printed regular job openings, mainly construction work, as Britain 

offered countless opportunities for Irish workers.456 Britain needed the labour force and Irish 

workers filled those positions. 

 

During this period, constantly arriving Irish workers were making headlines of the paper. 

Affordable labour could suggest their vulnerable economic circumstances. The paper highlighted 

the plight of workers’ working and living conditions as they were often exploited. The pages were 

filled with workers’ atrocious lives and accidents in England, along with strikes and protest 

marches throughout London. To remove discrimination, the first step that the paper did was to 

identify the cases of discrimination. The paper framed workers’ grievances and accused British 

people of not acknowledging their hard work. ‘The British public…enjoy the amenities they do, 

gas, electricity, water, etc…thanks to the highly developed skill of the Irish navvy…these 

men…they are called unskilled by the employers as an excuse to pay them lower wages.’457 On 

the other hand, due to loss of working population, Ireland both South and North had a devastating 

impact and further deteriorated the economic activities. As a result, trade union-related articles 

throughout Britain and Ireland constantly appeared in the pages. To make matters more 

complicated, all-Ireland congresses and internal dispute-related articles were a recurring theme.  
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Although their working and living conditions in England were far from perfect, migrant workers 

were in a better position as they were paid more, Irish women were treated better and working 

people’s lives were gradually improving in the 1950s as trade unions in England were better 

organised. The Commission on Emigration and Other Population Problems between 1948 and 

1954 reported domestic workers were treated as human beings in Britain in terms of treatment, 

wages, and other conditions. The paper emphasised the positive aspect of trade unions, featuring 

with successful settlement cases. For example, the working conditions in Coventry has 

significantly improved:  

 

there was a time in the 30s when we had 10,000 unemployed, when Irishmen along with others who 

were newcomers to the city, were exploited, but most of them are now members of the appropriate 

Trade Union and enjoy the rate for the job as laid down by agreement between employers and unions. 

Many of them are active members of the Labour Party and Co-ops and I am convinced that the vast 

majority vote Labour and play a full part in civic affairs.458 

 

During the 1950s and 1960s, trade unionism expanded amongst white-collar occupations as more 

workers were employed with rapidly growing economies. Trade union membership rose from 

8,603,000 in 1946 (the first full post war year) to 12,639,000 in 1979.459 One of the drawbacks of 

the trade union was that despite the fact that they were a radical agent as they marched for civil 

rights in Northern Ireland, protested against apartheid in South Africa and fought against various 

injustice cases, their philosophy was oftentimes contradictory. The trade unions effectively 

safeguarded jobs in the arms industries where many Irish workers were employed. They ‘exported 

to many fascist regimes and the trade union leaders became important public figures and an integral 

part of the war machine.’460 In addition, the unions were ‘conspicuously poor on gender and ethnic 

issues and in appealing in youth.’461 The ID’s coverage on female workers was sporadic. 

 

Nevertheless, the paper continuously reminded readers that British workers needed to be educated 

about Ireland as the influx of Irish workers, although they were valuable to the war effort, were 

 
458 ‘Unity of workers will replace present system by more just one,’ Irish Democrat, February 1952, p2 
459 Wrigley, Chris, 2002, British Trade Unions since 1933, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, p18 
460 Sewell, In the Cause of Labour, p237 
461 Wrigley, British Trade Unions since 1933, p3 



117 
 

met by the hostile reception. The Irish were constantly accused of stealing jobs. Moreover, they 

triggered some animosities of locals amongst those who had relations fighting abroad: ‘Our lads 

are fighting, and you Irish are coming over here to take our jobs, was a taunt commonly 

encountered by Irish workers and their children in London’s East End.’462 Newspaper articles 

throughout suggest, this incident occurred across England where many Irish people worked, and 

not only in certain parts of London. The newspaper ran various stories regarding ‘Irish job stealers,’ 

by criticising local people’s ignorance about their own government’s mismanagement in Ireland 

and irresponsibility that was causing the stagnant economy in the whole Ireland, forcing Irish 

people to look for jobs in England. Divided Ireland kept causing never ending issues and was the 

sources of news articles. Because British people’s knowledge on Northern Ireland and Ireland was 

quite limited, the newspaper urged the Irish in Britain to join the appropriate trade unions and 

educate British people by bringing the Irish question through trade union meetings: ‘It is said that 

Irish workers are taking the jobs from people living here but if we are good Trade Unionists we 

shall be looked upon as allies not enemies. Also in the Trade Unions, we can explain to the English 

workers that their government is responsible for the conditions existing in Ireland which force us 

to emigrate;’463 and ‘English workers often don’t understand that it is the system of their country 

that forces Irishmen to work under rates for a time. An Irish worker is not entitled to unemployment 

benefit and if his pocket is empty, he has to take any job for a time.’464 As the partition had 

damaging consequences at varying degrees, the Irish question was often the theme of trade union 

branch meetings, and it was also discussed within the TUC as the paper started giving intense 

coverage on trade unions’ support for the anti-partition policy and CA’s activities. To those who 

had no choice but to come to work in England from a neutral State during the war, the paper offered 

them a renewed sense of purpose. 

 

According to the paper, the trade union movement was typically against discrimination of workers. 

The CA’s annual conference coverage about the main task of the organisation was that it should 

unite the solidarity of British and Irish workers. ‘There has always been the suspicion that Irish 

labour coming into Britain might undercut the standard of living of the British workers, and in 
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order to combat this, the first steps must be to remove any excuse for antagonism, to get the Irish 

into the Trade Union Movement and to remove any grievances which could create this ill-

feeling.’465 Greaves urged during the regular Hyde Park meeting: 1,000,000 Irishmen resident in 

London were a powerful political force who were at present impotent only because of their 

disunity. 466  The newspaper never failed to publish about trade unionists’ support for Irish 

unification. A typical article read: ‘A resolution condemning the partition of Ireland and calling 

on the Labour Party when returning to power to revoke the Ireland Act and grant facilities for an 

all-Ireland referendum on the question of unity, was carried unanimously at the Ealing No.2 branch 

of the National Union of Railwaymen at their meeting.’467 According to the article, this was 

inspired by CA member and shop steward Thomas Leonard. TUCs and trade unions joined the 

CA-led initiatives and campaigns, and the CA frequently had meetings at TU branch offices. Other 

frequently covered articles include policy makers and LP MPs involvement in the trade union 

movement.  

 

Due to emigration, Ireland suffered labour shortages particularly in health and construction 

industries. Articles appeared from the mid-1950s throughout the next decade that the Irish 

government formally called all workers in England to come home to build infrastructure, adding 

‘the economy is better.’ According to the paper, ‘Ireland has more money than she had a year ago 

and this should be invested at home in order to give employment and stop the drain of emigration. 

A set of proposals handed to the coalition Government by the joint committee of the two Irish 

Trade Union Congresses.’468 This article appeared amongst many unemployment-related articles 

in the South and the North. It would seem that the economy was certainly improving but there was 

still a huge gap between England and Ireland in terms of wages, working conditions and standard 

of living.  

 

London had transformed into a bustling hub during the 1960s with a rapidly changing society. By 

around 1960, working Londoners’ real incomes were almost double their pre-war levels,469 and 
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there was also ‘a large measure of social convergence, contrasts between the extremes of wealth 

and poverty became less pronounced, and political consensus prevailed’, but ‘race had hardly yet 

begun to replace class as a major source of antagonism.’470 During this decade, the TUC was 

‘dominated by the problem of coming to terms with rapidly changing economic, social and 

political conditions.’471 Compared to previous decades, the paper covered less industry news 

stories and individual breaking news appeared in the 1960s. Industry issues were incorporated into 

a bigger picture in the form of civil rights movement and British politics to protect all workers in 

Britain and Irish Catholic workers in Northern Ireland. With significant coverage of activism-

related articles, the paper’s role became more action oriented, as they have been planting seeds of 

the civil rights movement since its inception. The broad-based civil rights movement occurred 

thanks to the various left-wing organs’ involvement. Through continuous vigorous civil rights 

campaigning activities, the paper as a political organiser, secured trade unionists and left 

movement supporters. The paper continuously reported various initiatives such as regular meetings, 

campaigns, marches with trade unionists. They worked to improve industrial relations with the 

TUCs and trade unions, along with other left organs and individuals, while former CA members 

played a similar role in Ireland. Trade unionists were regular speakers of CA events and the CA 

helped setting up local trade union branches across the country. An increasing number of civil 

rights-related articles472 appeared along with the CA’s intense activism with the TUC and trade 

unions by lobbying MPs, directly working with the government. Trade unions and the TUC 

supported the Irish cause in general as they had a responsibility to protect their members’ civil and 

human rights such as unemployment problems, racial discrimination and all issues affected their 

members. The trade union movement was the formal place to address Irish workers’ grievances. 

In parallel with the divided Irish TUCs, 473  the paper covered numerous Northern Ireland 

Committee-related articles as it was still not recognised by the British TUC yet. The paper’s stance 

remained the same: the root cause needs to be removed.  

 

While more issue-focused articles had been written in the past, those were incorporated with civil 

rights activism in the 1960s. Prisoners-related articles are mainly focused on those who were in 
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prisons in England and Northern Ireland. In May 1958, nearly 200 citizens of Northern Ireland 

were interned in the Crumlin Road Prison, Belfast.474 Many of them have been interned for nearly 

two years without charge or trial. Trade unionists played a key role in the CC/CA’s release 

prisoners’ campaign which was their core mission. Since their first successful campaign to release 

Frank Ryan which highlighted the plight of the Irish leader in the Spanish prison during the Spanish 

Civil War, their activities attracted the ‘broad labour movement and progressive support.’475 The 

following campaign was to release Mallon and Talbot who were detained trade unionists in the 

Belfast prison. As part of the civil rights movement, trade unions’ involvement was paramount 

when the CA’s petition demanding an enquiry into the alleged torture of Mallon and Talbot case. 

All the executive committee members of the national union of Vehicle Builders signed it in August 

1959. The paper revealed that the union executive also started speaking up and raising the Irish 

question with the TUC. The CA sent a British lawyer to analyse the case and they were released 

in 1958. The CA’s release prisoners campaign became solidly aligned with the trade union 

movement as internees and prisoners were trade unionists. Many articles were written on the bases 

of the resolution of trade union meetings: ‘Shop stewards and builders demand free the 

internees.’476 These successful campaigns with trade unions in the early years solidified their 

commitment to civil rights on a broader canvas as the foundation for the civil rights movement in 

the 1960s. Keable explains: ‘It was as a result of a CA deputation to the leaders of the Belfast 

Trades Council that the civil rights movement was established at a conference on 8 May 1965. The 

leaders were anxious for an assurance that solidarity action would be forthcoming, and this was 

given.’477 One of the most productive co-operations with the TUC was that when the CA requested 

the enactment at Westminster of a Northern Ireland Bill of Rights and wrote to Prime Minister 

Harold Wilson in August 1968. According to Sean Redmond, because the request was ignored, 

the CA started a petition for this demand and obtained almost 100,000 signatures. When the annual 

conference of the TUC was held in September 1971, the TUC adopted the demand for a Bill of 

Rights as their policy. It additionally endorsed a motion moved by Belfast trade unionist Andy 

Barr who later became president of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions.478  
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The 1960s coincides with the influx of Commonwealth immigrants from the West Indies, India, 

Pakistan amongst others. Curtis states that the Irish were ‘displaced from their position at the 

bottom of the hierarchy.’479 However, discrimination against Irish people did not automatically 

disappear. In the 1960s, when the British authority introduced legislation to restrict immigration 

from the Commonwealth, ‘Irish citizens were exempted from any form of control, ostensibly 

owning to the ‘special’ historical relationship between Ireland and Britain, but clearly the fact that 

Irish citizens were white was a crucial factor in these considerations.’480 Their special status 

created layers of complications. Even though the British authorities restricted Irish people’s 

movement during the war, Irish and British citizens could live and work freely under the common 

travel area and Irish people traditionally have a special status in Britain under the 1949 Ireland Act. 

While many Irish immigrants gradually improved their overall lives as less articles on grievance-

related toward the late 1960s indicate, certain Irish people who came to the UK in the 1940s and 

1950s shortened their lives by coming to England due to a variety of reasons such as perpetual low 

paid casual jobs, unsettled lives, homelessness, alcoholism, amongst other issues. 

 

Framing discrimination 

According to James Curran, the function of the radical press was ‘to forge a connexion between 

disparate groups fragmented by localist loyalties, and promote a sense of common identity,’ while 

in the words of the Chartist leader and the founder of the Northern Star, Feargus O’Connor, 

newspapers were ‘the link that binds the industrious classes together.’481 In the twentieth century, 

the IF/ID viewed Irish people in England as the oppressed and functioned as a vigilant defender 

of the Irish interests as well as a public service because their ultimate aim was to democratise 

Britain. As a campaigning newspaper, it engaged in printing the urgent problems and framed issues 

of working people that were not covered in the national general press. The paper stigmatised 

Britain throughout by condemning its undemocratic practices such as employment and 

accommodation discrimination in England and in the North.482 As a campaigning paper, it took 
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the side of Catholic and Irish people, and their tone was sympathetic. Within the Northern Ireland 

context, there was no coverage on loyalists who got killed or injured as a result of sectarian 

violence, while in the case of England, misbehaving Catholic Irish people were not reported. With 

regard to workers’ grievances in the North, the newspaper coverage focused on Catholic workers’ 

unemployment and poverty, although the newspaper embraced both Catholic and Protestant 

workers’ unemployment issues in the 1960s along with the civil rights movement, political articles 

were all written from the Catholic/Irish, nationalists and oppressed people’s perspective and 

reinforced by their grievances. 

 

Within this context, it is important to briefly mention about the background of discrimination 

against Irish people in Britain. Discrimination against the Irish are deeply embedded in English 

culture as they were subject to daily acts of unconscious bias and microaggression. Anti-Irish, anti-

Catholicism and all forms of discrimination have a long-standing tradition which created layers of 

social class divisions that could be seen in Ireland and throughout the British Empire across the 

world. Discrimination against the Irish, the so-called legal ‘exception of Irishry’ is a common place 

of Irish medieval history and ‘it was in the forefront of a long tradition culminating in the Nazis 

and South African apartheid.’483 One of the earliest writers to portray the Irish as ‘the cultural and 

racial other’ was Geraldus Cambrensis, or Gerald of Wales, who described the Irish as barbarous 

murderers and thieves in his works, The Topography of Ireland in 1187 and The Conquest of 

Ireland in 1189.484 The Irish were meant to be more Anglicised, nevertheless, to those who failed 

to be transformed, the British provided with various laws to punish them. A number of poor laws 

were enacted since the sixteenth century in order to distinguish poor people between natural, 

unavoidable poverty and voluntary pauperism,485 while several acts and codes to oppress Catholic 

and Irish working-class people existed, most notably, the Penal Laws486 and the Master & Servant 

Act487 which had long lasting consequences.  
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A few monographs that examined the British system’s inveterate prejudice against the Irish exist 

such as Roy Foster’s Paddy and Mr Punch, Michael de Nie’s work The Eternal Paddy: Irish 

Identity and the British Press 1798-1882 and How the Irish became white by Noel Ignatiev. De 

Nie argues that the Irish were historically seen with the fatal disease or plague of Irishness after 

the failed attempt to civilise the Irish through anglicisation: ‘chauvinistic notions of Ireland’s racial, 

class and religious identity were fundamental to British constructions of Paddy and Paddyism, to 

the hierarchical relationship of Ireland and Britain, and instrumental in how British interpreted the 

Irish question and Irish policy.’488 The British historically did not consider the Irish completely 

outsiders but as an enemy within the system. That tradition was passed on and observed in the mid 

twentieth century by immigrants from the Caribbean. ‘An Irishman can be the worst man out…he 

can drink, fight, he can run brothels, same as the darkie. He can do anything…I’ve seen myself in 

Shepherd’s Bush, in Acton, in Camden Town, in numerous parts of London, I’ve seen Irishmen in 

trouble.’ 489  Moreover, the British press mostly had been reporting to reinforce the bias and 

prejudice against the Irish since the Victorian period. The ID lamented increasing racial incidents 

are consequential: ‘so many newspapers engaged in publishing matter critical of or offensive to 

the Irish, the ‘hate the Irish’ campaign of the past few months is no accident. Beginning with subtly 

phrased sly digs at Irishmen who take a pint, it passed through the phase of ‘IRA’ scares to what 

is now becoming blatant incitement.490 

 

Discrimination against Irish people is rooted in imperialism and the newspaper interpreted that 

imperialism and fascism are interlinked. ‘Many Irish people think that Fascism and Imperialism 

are the same thing…The answer is yes. The methods used by British Imperialism in Ireland and 

India are the methods of Fascism, and many be called the running dogs of Nazi Germany and 

Fascist Italy.’491 Ken Heskin argues that ‘the question of Irish people living in England can be used 

by Fascist minded people in the same way as the Jewish people have been used by Hitler.’492 In 

the case of Northern Ireland, it had a ‘paranocracy’, or ‘the basis of power was the successful 
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appeal to paranoid fears in the Protestant electorate about the political, social, philosophical and 

military potential of their Catholic neighbours’ and it was in ‘the same political tradition as 

Hitler.’493 The paper also compared Northern Ireland to apartheid South Africa as it shared similar 

political conditions. As a matter of fact, the South African government was inspired by the SPA 

and applied it in their own country. The then South African Minister for Justice, Hendrik Vorster’s 

remark in 1963 is well-recorded. Gerry Adams wrote: ‘It is hardly surprising…that he would be 

willing to exchange all the legislation of that sort [Coercion Acts] for one clause of the Northern 

Ireland SPA.’494  

 

The paper made it clear that it is in their interest to support the independence of countries oppressed 

by their own imperialists, and to invite all immigrants from those countries to join the trade union 

and labour movement. Guest writers from India and South Africa also contributed articles to the 

ID. The paper covered on trade unionism in Malaysia, Nigeria, Ghana, amongst others. Its frame 

shaped patterns of their news coverage and its attitude about social justice, equality and race. The 

paper, from an internationalist perspective, repeatedly condemned all racial and ethnic inequality, 

challenged the status quo and called its readers to seek solidarity. In this process, the paper 

constantly reminded readers that they were fighting for the interests of the Irish in Britain: 

‘defending you against slander and misrepresentation in the millionaire Press, investigating 

injustices, and doing so effectively BECAUSE we go WITH the British workers who are the 

greatest fighting power in this country and will end for ever Imperialist oppression of other 

countries as soon as they are genuinely in the Government.’495  

 

Employment and housing discrimination 

As mentioned earlier, the issue of Irish workers’ working and housing conditions in England 

became increasingly prominent in newspaper coverage in parallel with the highest emigration 

period of Irish people in England. During the Second World War, more than 10 percent of Ireland’s 

population emigrated to Britain and it could be nearly 15 percent if children and the elderly and 

travel restrictions on youth are taken into consideration, according to Girvin and Roberts’s 
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estimate. 496  Between 1941 and 1943, approximately 85,000 relocated to Britain and 50,000 

enlisted in the British Army.497 One of the main push factors was caused as a result of a reprisal 

for the neutral Éire government’s refusal to hand back the naval bases under the Anglo Irish trade 

agreement 1938. Consequently, the export of basic industrial requisites from Britain to Ireland fell, 

industry became stagnant and the unemployment rate climbed, social welfare payments were 

stopped and rationing of basic foodstuffs was imposed.498 Ireland was considered ‘as an invaluable 

reservoir of labour for the British war effort.’499 The labour was initially organised ‘by private 

agents representing individual British employers and these agents liaised with the unions, posted 

information at the employment exchanges, or placed advertisements in newspapers.’500 Despite 

their essential contribution, they received a cold reception by the host society upon arrival. The 

term ‘victimisation’ is commonly used in the paper to describe unfair treatment of an individual 

or a worker by employers when they faced challenges and issues such as minimum wage, equality 

at work and basic working conditions. During the mid-twentieth century, the experience of 

victimisation of Irish workers was the norm as ample newspaper articles show. This proves a point 

made by Michael Rowe as he claimed, ‘much of the routine of racist harassment is experienced by 

victims as a continuing process, rather than a single incident.’ 501  The paper highlighted: ‘it 

continued and several firms who previously employed Irish people have sacked some of their Irish 

staff and have refused to employ anymore.’ 502 Incidents at the Labour Exchange were also well-

documented in the paper. Irish people were persistently humiliated and belittled at various Labour 

Exchange offices in England: A young Irish girl was refused a job on a ‘green card’ from the 

Labour Exchange because she was Irish.503 In England, Irish people from Northern Ireland who 

were supposed to be treated equally in England as British citizens also suffered from 

discrimination. Irish people from South or North were treated in the same way in England. The 

newspaper disclosed all the issues arising from Irish workers.  
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To effectively check the knavery of the agencies, unemployed workers should realise that there is a 

Labour Exchange dealing exclusively with catering workers in Denmark Street, London WC2. Irish 

workers who form a large percentage in the catering trade should completely boycott this vicious form 

of exploitation and in other towns outside London demand a Catering Section in the Labour Exchanges 

to protect the workers.504  

 

In the catering trade, some 15,000 Irish workers were compelled by the policy of British 

imperialism and Irish economic policy. As a result, they had to emigrate to England.  

 

Men and women, very many of whom are Irish, are driven to work 14 to 16 hours a day for 10/ - to 

£1, with lodgings, or £1 to 30/- if they live out. Only one-half day is allowed out of a seven-day week, 

and in many cases the food provided for the staff is unfit for animals to eat. I myself have seen the 

staffs of London hotels fed on scraps from the customers’ plates.505 

 

The paper highlighted Irish workers’ protest actions: ‘2,000 Irish in London, Onslow Square 

Residents protest at low wages.’; ‘Irish building workers in Britain are finding it increasingly 

difficult to live on the present miserably low level of wages. Labourers in many cases are drawing 

less than £5 weekly and find it almost impossible to maintain themselves in Britain and at the same 

time send money home to their wives and families in Ireland.’506 

 

While social housing allocation discrimination in Northern Ireland is well-documented and 

researched at length as state crime,507 Irish migrant workers in England generally lived in hostels, 

or private houses and rooms. Accommodation discloses the most tangible class issue that required 

urgent attention. The 1940s have the most accommodation-related coverage, compared to other 

decades. Construction workers were the most affected from the housing shortage. The paper 

constantly exposed the atrocious Irish construction workers’ housing conditions such as five men 

squeezed in a tiny room in Camden town, double-decker beds and light breakfast. In 1946, 

‘London’s hostel population of building operatives has been compulsorily reduced from nearly 

30,000 to less than 10,000 within a few months though thousands are clamouring for 
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accommodation and ‘digs’ remain scarce and expensive.’508 Under such conditions, some Irish 

workers who were unable to find a place had no choice but slept in an unoccupied building and 

empty hotels in the West End as the authorities and employers failed to provide adequate 

accommodation for Irish workers. As a result, squatting Irish workers became an increasingly 

prominent topic of the paper. The housing problem was urgent as they were ‘forced to sleep in 

shelters, public lavatories, railway sidings and parks owning to lack of suitable accommodation’509 

throughout the country.  

 

Accounts of exploitation and intimidation by landladies, often Irish women, were widely reported 

in the paper.510  All kinds of jobs were available in England if one was prepared. However, 

newspaper evidence suggests that rooms were not for everyone. Unlike nurses who were provided 

accommodation by their employers upon arriving in England, men, especially navvies suffered 

from overcrowded and inadequate housing conditions as they were frequently crammed into a tiny 

space with others to share. As a result, the paper recurrently protested. ‘No suggestion Irishmen 

misbehave but one lady in four refuses Irish lodgers in Birmingham.’511  Photos of atrocious 

housing conditions were frequently disclosed. A front page article with a photo of two men in a 

tiny room asks: ‘WHAT’S WRONG HERE? LANDLADIES BEWARE! –That lodger may be the 

Irish Democrat reporter. THAT TOOLBOX MAY HOLD A CAMERA!; NOT ENOUGH BED 

CLOTHES FOR MARCH 1955; WHERE DO THEY HANG THEIR CLOTHES?; BEDS TOO 

MANY AND TOO CLOSE. WRITE IN YOUR IDEA OF WHAT ‘DIGS’ SHOULD BE LIKE512 

According to a report by Maurice Foley, an Irish social worker in Birmingham, the accommodation 

available for Irish manual workers was ‘grossly overcrowded, ill-kept, dirty and the cost was 

exorbitant.’ For example, there was a house in which fifty young Irishmen lived, ‘paying a rent of 

£2 a week each for the privilege of sleeping fifteen to a room and supplying and cooking their own 
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food.’513 The letters were repeatedly sent to politicians and the Ministry of Labour to improve the 

status quo and when it received a reply, it was detailed in the paper. 

 

The paper produced plenty of material on NINA, or No Irish Need Apply.514 The sign was put up 

by the windows and in job advertisements when employers or landlords had vacancies for workers 

or lodgers. Believed to have first appeared in England after the 1798 rebellion, it was a common 

slogan during the Victorian period. This is the most palpable example that Irish residents in 

England had been excluded from public discourses, while in Scotland, ‘No Catholics’ was used. 

After the war, this tradition remained but along with a large numbers of Commonwealth 

immigrants from other parts of the world, the sign has turned into ‘No Irish, No coloured.’ It is 

certain that more actual incidents occurred than the number of newspaper articles as the majority 

of people tended not to report such incidents.  

 

According to the newspaper, as soon as Labour Exchange clerks learned that a worker was Irish, 

their behaviour changed. The paper was determined to challenge the status quo: ‘A Dublin lad, 

electrician’s mate, was going to be sent to the Aldermaston atom-bomb station, but suddenly the 

Labour Exchange clerk asked him: ‘Are you Irish? ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘What part of Ireland?’ asked 

the clerk. It would only employ men from the six counties….The CA Executive Committee 

pledged itself at its last meeting to fight this pernicious principle of discrimination tooth and 

nail.’515; Irishman alleges insult at Labour exchange516; Acton Labour Exchange tells Irishman 

‘No Job’ - Two Irishmen who went for jobs at Acton Labour Exchange were asked which part of 

Ireland they came from. They replied ‘the Republic.’ ‘Sorry,’ said the clerk, ‘only British subjects 

for this job;517 Coventry Irishmen are told ‘No Irish Need Apply’ When Mr. Declan Mulholland, 

Belfast worker compelled to emigrate because Imperialism cannot keep Belfast industries going, 

applied for a job at the Coventry City Concrete Company, he was told by the foreman that no Irish 

need apply. ‘We explained,’ said Mr. Mulholland, ‘in a letter to the Irish Democrat, that we were 

supposed to be enjoying the benefits of British citizenship.’ ‘No use,’ said the foreman, ‘I couldn’t 
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touch you.’518  

 

The paper disclosed employment agency rackets were the norm:  

 

A Northern Ireland worker, because of unemployment and poverty there, came to London. After being 

here a few days, he picked up the Irish Independent and found that a well-known agency had 

advertised that jobs were to be had just by application. He went down, and a fee of 15/- was demanded 

with the further demand that another payment of 15/- should be made if a job were obtained for him. 

This Irish worker got a job all right and paid the fees, but after two weeks got the sack. This really 

exposes the racket. Unscrupulous managers of public houses and restaurants seek other means to 

increase their income and batten on the unprotected worker.519 

 

The paper was filled with such articles: Labour exchanges told ‘No Irish, No coloured’ in that 

order’;520 ‘Birmingham City Council’s shameful but ridiculous effort to have the City barred to 

Irish and coloured immigrants.’ 521  One of the protests against anti-Irish discrimination was 

occurred in Birmingham in 1955. Attended by Greaves, Eamonn Lyons, Desmond Logan which 

was gathered by a large crowd. 522  The protest action in 1956 included Wolverhampton city 

councillor joined in the growing volume of protest against ‘No Irish.’523 The formula was to 

disclose discrimination practices, organise workers, working with policy makers and politicians, 

lobbying and participating in activism, and share positive settlements or results. 

 

More coverage appeared during the 1950s as local people expressed their fear and concern whether 

their jobs were all taken by immigrant workers. Therefore, they refused to hire them or rent out 

their accommodation to them because they believed Irish workers ‘behaved badly’. The paper 

defended Irish workers against discrimination by working with trade unions and challenging the 

local authorities. The CA’s protest actions eventually became intense, not only against the British 

government but the Irish government. Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, hostels in England were 
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mostly appalling conditions and the paper demanded the Irish government to protect their workers: 

‘Whatever may be done individually or collectively, the primary responsibility for the welfare and 

protection of Irish citizens in Britain rests with the office of the Éire High Commissioner in London. 

We would ask again why this urgent and minimum protection for our hard-pressed workers in 

Britain should be refused?’524 Similar to the method used to release prisoners, the CA aligned with 

trade unions as homeless people were trade unionists. P.J. Hope from Hostels Campaign 

Committee London wrote a letter to the Editor, ‘Britain’s housing programme is held up in many 

areas because building trade workers cannot find anywhere to live…The National Federation of 

Building Trade Operatives, which was responsible for hostel welfare must face up to its 

responsibilities and not allow private interests exploit the workers’ needs.’525 The paper and its 

organisation attempted to raise such injustices in the Westminster Parliament by collaborating with 

lawyers and policy makers to make a law against discrimination by constantly aligning itself to 

stimulate a labour movement through numerous campaigns and protest marches against injustice. 

From its inception, the paper took such matters up with the British and Irish labour movements 

and ‘demanded that this victimisation be immediately stopped.’526 

 

Police misconduct 

Articles related to police misconduct such as attacks, arrest, intimidation, raids, fingerprint, stop 

& search were written throughout the research period, but more articles appeared during the height 

of Irish emigration in England. Discrimination against Irish people in the British system had been 

a tradition that remained for centuries. In eighteenth-century England, Irish residents were viewed 

as suspects. A rise in ‘footpad crime’ was blamed on Irish residents who were also held to cause 

problems for the authorities as they ‘brought with them the foreign habit of resistance to street 

arrest.’ 527  In Victorian London, the host society’s attitude remained the same as the Irish 

community was primarily viewed as the ‘dangerous classes’, and the principal suspect of the police. 

Police officers’ misuse of their powers escalated further and the process of stop and search 

targeting Irish people was widely and commonly practised. The situation was similar in the US. 

The Irish immigrants of the mid-nineteenth century were ‘the poorest and most disadvantaged the 
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US had seen as they were the top immigrant group for arrest, imprisonment, and confinement in 

poorhouses and mental hospitals both in the US.’ 528  Until the end of the 1970s, the UK 

Metropolitan Police had legal power to stop and search individuals under the terms of the 1824 

Vagrancy Act to deal with the public delinquency and drunkenness. Similarly, the 1839 

Metropolitan Police Act gave powers to stop and search if it was ‘reasonably suspected’ that an 

individual was in possession of stolen property.529 Nevertheless, the necessary criterion to stop and 

search an individual was ‘the highly subjective grounds that a police officer was suspicious of their 

behaviour and no external objective factors.’530 Therefore, police officers exercised their power to 

stop the most suspicious minority group as a matter of habit. Because there was no properly defined 

legislation, ‘vague powers available under the breach of the peace doctrine, police officers were 

afforded wide discretion.’ 531  Iain Channing has claimed that the police traditionally had 

‘inconsistent attitudes and practice between the liberties of free expression and political 

activism.’532  

 

There is no shortage of examples in the newspaper, namely arresting individuals and newspaper 

sellers on a number of occasions, taking fingerprints of Irish people for no reason, the CA’s 

meetings were constantly monitored by police officers, marches were stopped, and Gaelic games 

were banned, paper sellers were heckled, attacked, arrested, their houses and offices raided. One 

of the incidents occurred in September 1939: ‘Editor of IF Jim Prendergast, appeared at Great 

Marlborough Police Court on September 2nd on a charge of ‘obstructing the highway’ while selling 

IF at Marble Arch. Mr. Harris, the magistrate, in dismissing the case, said that he had a strong 

feeling that the defendant was arrested because he was selling a paper that was regarded as 

‘political.’ The paper condemned that the charge was a trivial one and should never have been 

brought before the court.533 According to the article, while he was held in jail, Special Branch 

officers from Scotland Yard raided his flat and seized a number of documents. This was not an 

isolated incident. Four leading members of Manchester CA were arrested while selling the ID in 
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Oxford Road, All Saints.534 Irish people were fingerprinted for no reason. The paper demanded:  

 

1 A clear order to police to quit fingerprinting Irishmen taken up on petty charges, except by court 

order or written consent. 

2 Nobody (English or Irish) to have fingerprints taken BEFORE his trial. Any written consent to be 

given to the court, not the police. 

3 The public production and destruction of all fingerprints taken in contravention of the above 

provisions.535  

 

Furthermore, Irish people were arrested simply by wandering around. The paper reported a young 

Irishman named Patrick Scanlan was charged with loitering. In answer to this accusation, he 

replied that he had searched Croydon for work, and ‘he had always got the response that he could 

not get a job as he was Irish.’ The paper castigated that this was but one instance of hundreds 

taking place in England:  

 

In order to stop this practice once and for all, we call upon Irishmen who find themselves in such 

circumstances, or anyone who knows of such specific cases, to communicate with us at once. The CC 

will see that these matters are taken up in Parliament, the Press, and the Labour Parties here and in 

Ireland. It must ever be borne in mind that it is the policy of British Imperialism which forces Irishmen 

into exile to seek work in England. Let Britain cease interfering with Ireland, and Irishmen will be 

glad to return to their own country to build an Ireland where unemployment and emigration will be 

no more.536 

 

When Irish people arrived in England, they were automatically put into this framework. The paper 

attempted to link their status within the British system to other oppressed people and interpreted 

by suggesting that Irish and black problems as being related. In the October 1954 issue, there was 

an article ‘Colour Bar’ which explained racial discrimination in Birmingham. Below the article, 

there was an article ‘Toussaint L’Ouverture: Negro hero of revolt’ about a leader of the revolt of 
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the people of San Domingo in August 1791.537 The paper located thematic articles together that 

are relevant to each other. Newly arrived Commonwealth immigrants immediately recognised the 

status of Irish immigrants and viewed it from a traditional class perspective. After the Nottingham 

and Notting Hill racial incidents in 1958, a BBC reporter interviewed some black Teddy boys538 

at Shepherd’s Bush, from one large estate. They viewed the Irish in England within the same 

framework of their class.539  

 

Banning on Gaelic games 

Unlike in the North, banning on Irish events was not always imposed by the authorities but by 

local business owners and individuals based on their stereotypical views and prejudice. According 

to the paper, banning on GAA events in England was common: Gaelic games ban in Manchester540; 

Gaelic games ban in London541; Irish hurlers banned in Finsbury Park.542  As the newspaper 

suggests, their excessive use of force and harassment against Irish people were opportunistic that 

remained at the community level. The paper strategically published statements and letters. In 

March 1961, regarding the banned Irish games in Willesden, the ID wrote a letter to the Borough 

Engineer and Surveyor, Mr. John C. Morris, asking him to receive a deputation. A couple of letters 

were exchanged, and the paper printed them all. In June 1961, an invitation to see a Hurling game 

at Wembley as guests of the CA was accepted by Councillor Travena of the Willesden Labour 

Party, and Mr. P. Whittaker of the Willesden Trade Council. Travena said hurling should be played 

in Willesden. After persistent attempts by the paper and its organisation, Gaelic games ban was 

lifted in Willesden in August 1961. 

 

Uncertain times 

When the Second World War broke out in September 1939, the newspaper demanded that the 

neutrality of the twenty-six counties should be extended to the six and often criticised de Valera. 
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In the October 1939 issue, a big headlined front-page article appeared ‘Conscription for exiles – 

De Valera’s betrayal.’ It read: ‘Irish workers resident over two years in Great Britain will be liable 

for conscription into the British Army and the only protection offered them by the De Valera 

Government is return to the misery and starvation from which they were forced to emigrate,’ 

resulting ‘the war situation will come as a tragic and bitter blow to hundreds of thousands of Irish 

exiles.’543 The paper opposed the conscription of Irishmen into the British Army and demanded 

that De Valera would ‘fulfil to the letter the obligations involved in the declaration of neutrality.’544 

Despite the fact that Ireland was neutral during the war, an announcement of conscription by the 

British government caused an uproar amongst Irish residents in Britain. Every issue kept them 

informed on unpredictable regulatory practices that could directly affect Irish residents’ lives. To 

the Irish, the war was imperialism, and the newspaper strongly condemned that Irish neutrality 

was violated by Britain. A petition against the conscription of Irish citizens was promptly 

organised by the paper. From September 1939 onwards, the adult population was mobilised for 

the war effort and conscription had been extended to all males between the ages of 18 and 41 years 

which gave rise to an immediate shortage of skilled labour. 545  The paper further explained 

‘Irishmen resident in Gt. Britain should remember that if they are resident less than two years in 

this country; if they can prove temporary residence here; if they can prove they are here solely for 

educational purposes, are not, under the Act, liable for compulsory military service.’546 The paper 

and Irish male workers vigorously opposed to conscription. 

 

‘Chamberlain refuses to grant full independence to the Irish people and his policy is destroying the 

prosperity of our people. Thousands of Irishmen and women are yearly being driven out to seek a 

livelihood in what is an unfriendly country. He is trying to convert Ireland into a fascist Morocco. By 

persecution, provocation and insult he is rendering out Republican youth desperate and driving a 

wedge between them and their English fellow workers.’547 

 

While the paper opposed the conscription of Irish citizens and defended Irish neutrality, it 
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supported the allies’ war effort following the invasion of Russia in 1941.548 

 

During the war, Britain and the neutral Irish authority attempted to control and regulate the free 

movement of labour from Ireland and changed the regulations a few times at short notice. Prior to 

the outbreak of war, there was no restriction on the free movement of labour from Ireland to 

Britain.549  However, during the war, ‘no person is allowed to leave Éire unless they are in 

possession of either a passport or a travel permit card.’550 The authorities constantly changed 

regulations such as identity card, exit permit and police registration, as if they were not certain 

how to deal with Irish workers who incessantly crossed the Irish Sea back and forth to join the war 

time economic activities. The Ireland Act of 1949 declared Éire a Republic and reiterated the claim 

to jurisdiction over the whole island. 551  It ultimately affirmed Northern Ireland’s territorial 

integrity, hence reinforcing partition. Things remained the same as, under the Act, the British 

government continued not to treat Ireland as a foreign country or its citizens as foreigners. 

However, the authorities did not offer them the same status as the British but instead created a new 

category ‘special non-foreign’. This legislation ensured that Irish citizens who were no longer 

British subjects, were to be treated with the same rights as those conferred on them under the 

British Nationality Act of 1948, although the Irish Republic had left the Commonwealth.552 In 

principle, all residents in the British Isles were supposed to be treated equally, regulations for Irish 

citizens nonetheless remained inconsistent throughout the war and early post-war years which 

caused much confusion particularly with regard to conscription of Irish workers in Britain and 

travel regulations and permits as if it was a punishment for being neutral. For example, people 

from Southern Ireland who received new travel permits to go to employment to Britain in 1943-

1945 were 50,229 men, 35,502 women, while males 66,075 and females 78,119 in 1946-1950.553 

 

Taoiseach de Valera’s war time policy caused much confusion for Irish workers. It is apparent 

from the paper that Britain was indecisive regarding the status of Irish residents in England. The 
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newspaper office received a large number of enquiry letters from concerned individuals. The 

newspaper continued to offer updates: 

 

From the various letters received during the month, it appears that exiles are not yet clear as to how 

to obtain Exit Permits. Application must first be made to the Irish High Commissioner, 33 Regent 

Street, London, S.W.1. for an Irish Travel Permit. You must then apply for application forms from 

the Passport Authorities Dartmouth Street, London, S.W.1. Having completed these, you must return 

them, enclosing your Irish Travel Permit, and you will then receive your Exit Permit. For a temporary 

Permit it is necessary to obtain a note from your employer stating you are going on a holiday. If you 

are going home for good, you must apply for a ‘letter of recommendation’ to the Irish High 

Commissioner. Send your queries to ‘Exiles Advisory Council,’ 58 Theobalds Road, London, W.C.1. 

enclosing a stamped addressed envelope. Donations will always be welcomed to help us with our 

important work.554 

 

The paper offered vital information to Irish workers such as conscription and regulatory changes 

that no other papers provided. Coincidentally, the paper reported its sales increased dramatically 

during this period.555 Britain shortly realised that it was impossible to restrict their movement if 

the industries had to function. It would seem that this process slowed down the flow of workers 

and British farms and factories instantly stopped operating without their main workers.556 Issuing 

an exit permit when they went home to Ireland on holidays is the epitome of this bewildered 

immigration procedures. Shortly, the regulation had to be abolished.  

 

In parallel with ever changing travel regulation-related articles, the articles on travel conditions 

appeared just before summer and Christmas when many Irish workers returned home for holidays. 

Atrocious travel conditions had been well documented at length and the paper offered updates on 

transportation facilities, sailing and railways-related articles appeared. Although they were 

contributing to the British economic activities in a considerable way, the local authorities failed to 

provide some basic travel needs for them. A worker, Thomas G. O’Connor complained: 
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Sir, - I wish to express through the medium of your paper my disgust at the terrible conditions to 

which Irish boys and girls were subjected while travelling home to Ireland for Christmas. The boats 

were terribly overcrowded, and those who could not find seating accommodation in the saloons, had 

to sit outside on their cases. I travelled on the 6.30 a.m. boat from Holyhead on December 23rd, 1955. 

It was a very rough crossing and with the conditions described above it can be imagined just how 

miserable and uncomfortable the unfortunate passengers were. On the way over I got to discussing 

the conditions we had to endure with a fellow passenger; he told me that he had travelled all the way 

from London in an unheated train. On arrival in Dun Laoire we were subjected to almost one hours 

delay before any effort was made to let us disembark. The delay really exhausted the patience of the 

passengers who started to chant, ‘We want off,’ ‘Don’t treat us like cattle,’ etc. A few young men 

tried to climb out on to the pier but were prevented by a member of the Garda Siochana who was 

lustily booed for his pains. The Irish Democrat is the one and only paper that agitated throughout all 

last year for better travelling conditions between Ireland and Britain. I suggest that anyone who 

suffered the same unbearable conditions while crossing to Ireland should write to the Irish Democrat, 

because it is only by organisation of the Irish workers in Britain that a change for the better can be 

made in travel conditions. The British transport commission must be made to realise that Irish boys 

and girls will not accept any old thing as good enough.557 

 

Construction workers 

The paper reported a substantial number of articles on construction workers’, or navvies’, 

grievances, the most numerous immigrant group in the mid-twentieth century. They were the most 

disadvantaged group within Irish workers in Britain, with the inevitable consequence of ‘debt, 

drink, drugs and equally inevitably lots of mental health problem’558 which lingered on for a couple 

of decades in some cases. The paper certainly framed construction workers as victims although it 

did not focus on their psychological issues but their appalling working and living conditions and 

poor health. In order to improve working conditions, the paper wrote from the standpoint of the 

oppressed and never mentioned their misdeed or misbehaviour as it gave attention to defending 

them by providing legal, practical information and a support system, and helping to improve their 

lives by defending workers’ rights within their marginalised frame. 
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One of the most high-profile industrial conflicts was the Isle of Grain559 case. The main civil 

engineering contractor is McAlpine, and tens of thousands of workers toiled day and night. Every 

day, 252 buses (both single and double-deckers) carried refinery labour to transport 6,000 

workmen to the site on the Isle of grain, including on Saturday and Sunday with special church 

buses.560 In the early 1950s, when the BP’s oil refinery was being constructed there, 7,000 strikers, 

many of them Irish ‘refused to allow any of their number to be treated like animals’ and ‘showed 

what can be done when men pull together’ and they ‘brought the arrogant bosses to heel’561 in 

April 1952. However, according to the May 1952 issue, the dispute was clearly not solved yet as 

they were still demanding the site money. 562  The June issue reported that 4,000 MacAlpine 

workers had won 11/2d. an hour site money, following negotiations with the Civil Engineering 

Construction Conciliation Board.563 The paper disclosed every brutal practice of MacAlpine and 

Wimpey. The paper revealed that even trade union member workers were being made redundant 

on purpose although there was clearly work to be done. On June 21, 1952, all Wimpey’s 

electricians on the Isle of Grain downed tools because of the sacking of 50 E.T.U. (Electrical 

Trades Union) members on grounds of alleged redundancy. ‘Inquiries conducted by the ID led to 

the conclusion that some of the leading participants in the March strike, are no longer on the site, 

however, that several cases of reinstatement have been settled. Policy of many big civil engineering 

contractors is to dismiss a certain number of men for no stated reason each week, and thus by 

maintaining a continual flux, to prevent Trade Union organisation securing a firm hold.’564 On the 

same front page, there was a headline: ‘Three thousand walk off oil refinery site.’ This case is the 

Corydon oil refinery, also demanding better working conditions.565 This implies that the Isle of 

Grain dispute was not an isolated incident. The July 1952 issue exposed the case on the Isle of 

Grain: ‘Investigation by the E.T.U. shop committee disclosed that there was work for weeks 

waiting to be done. Suspicion grew that real motive behind dismissals was to uproot trade unionism 

which is well established among the electricians. Redundancy has faced Irish workers on this site 
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for a long time. A certain number of labourers are put off every week.’566 This practice continued 

as the January 1954 issue revealed: 

 

With this vast job nearing completion – in spite of refining tanks sinking in the mud! – the contractors 

are continuing their policy of sacking large numbers of men while continuing night shifts and overtime 

for the rest. There is considerable resentment among the lads at this typical place of employers’ 

meanness. As I write, another 500 men are due to go before this paper appears.567  

 

The paper exposed that tens of thousands of workers were being fired on a regular basis:  

 

One hundred and thirty Irish workers from MacAlpine’s job on the Isle of Grain went gaily home for 

Christmas, thinking all was well, and had a good time.’ While they were away, MacAlpine’s decided 

they were ‘redundant,’ and sent on their cards telling them not to return. But the Christmas posts were 

bad. Many of them did not receive them, especially as some were in the West of Ireland. They arrived 

back on the job – but found no jobs, no cards to get another job, and worst of all, no beds.568  

 

The paper was a real exposé reporting major dispute cases, accidents and deaths. For example, no 

other papers reported on Patrick Joseph Sharkey from Roscommon’s death beside a bucket of 

poisonous carbon tetrachloride at Isle of Grain oil refinery. He had been using it for cleaning a 

tank. ‘One juror said there seemed to have been some neglect in watching Mr. Sharkey.’569  

 

The paper placed small advertisements of its Exiles Advisory Service until the immediate post-

war years on a regular basis. It was the time when Irish workers were not able to find a place to 

live, getting injured or killed at building sites with no insurance or allowances. In 1944, the 

advisory service was inundated helping members and non-members alike, dealing with ‘a large 

number of enquiries concerning the following subjects: billeting, workmen’s compensation, travel 

permits, subsistence allowance, national service and miscellaneous matters. The increasing cost of 

running the Advisory Service led to the decision to make the nominal charge of 1/- per enquiry for 
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non-members.’570 While trade unions attempted to protect their members, the paper advertised 

their activities, always printed personal letters from readers who had problems or concerns to share 

with others who might have the same issues and offered a place to discuss and solutions. The letter 

to the Editor section functioned as a forum and the paper carefully selected letters to be discussed. 

A letter from an elderly reader in Birmingham was published: ‘should we be grateful to Britain for 

giving us jobs?’ He ‘thought we should.’ The paper disapproved of his opinion by writing: ‘the 

reason why the British employers can give people jobs at all is that years ago they stole and 

enclosed the British yeomen’s land and compelled them to work for their living in factories and 

mines. Those same British capitalists stole the Irish peasants’ land but would not allow factories 

to be built in Ireland. So, the Irish had to emigrate when their land was taken.’571 The paper 

continuously reminded the status quo of workers and urged to organise:  

 

Powerlessness! The most galling, the most demoralising, weakening, and dehumanising feeling man 

can have – and at the same time most unnecessary one. How many times have pundits told us, man is 

weak? And as the farmer from Ireland, emigrating because his land will not give him the living he 

wants, picks up the boss’s shovel, or starts wiping dishes in that big hotel or restaurant, he can be 

excused for dreaming of Friday, and payday, and the relaxation of a drink or a dance? But though the 

solitary man is weak, men organised are strong.572 

 

The most vulnerable aspect of construction workers was working ‘on the lump’ or casual work 

being paid in cash, often in pubs. This money-in-hand system was ‘the ruination of the Irish’ as 

they did not pay tax nor put up any stamps, therefore they were ‘left without entitlement to a 

pension after a lifetime in the building industry.’573 Many workers were not serious about joining 

the union because they were not aware of the implication of working on the lump. But at the same 

time, this was a strategy of large construction companies such as MacAlpine and Wimpey so that 

trade unions would not secure a firm hold: ‘Policy of many big civil engineering contractors is to 

dismiss a certain number of men for no stated reason each week, and thus by maintaining a 

continual flux, to prevent Trade Union organisation securing a firm hold.’574 In addition to the 
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lump system, another obstacle why it was hard to organise Irish workers in Britain was that they 

tended to change professions on a regular basis. Nevertheless, the paper reiterated that workers 

should be organised: ‘The best thing you could do for the Irish workers in Britain would be to 

secure 100 per cent trade unionism in all trades especially, building, nursing and catering.’575  

 

In the late 1960s, things remained relatively the same for workers as the paper reported: ‘building 

workers are still among the poorest-paid and least-secure of any industry. They slog in hail, rain 

or snow from the tops of skyscrapers down to the bowels of the earth. Deaths and accidents make 

the building industry like a battlefield.’576  

 

In October 1967, the building unions submitted a package proposal for a three-year agreement to the 

building bosses. It included a basic wage of £17 11s. 8d. for craftsmen and £15 for labourers on a 40-

hour week. Other demands included a fully guaranteed 40-hour week, holiday improvements, advance 

to a sick pay scheme, etc. Realisation of these demands has been frustrated by employer counter-

demands, the Government wage freeze and the Prices and Incomes Board interference.577  

 

The paper and workers were certainly getting louder every year as they continued to demand not 

only for improved working conditions but for their civil rights. ‘In 1967, 14 giant contractors and 

23 building material firms made combined profits of £127 million, or enough to pay 50s. a week 

increases to one million workers for a year.’578 Their activism was in full swing. 

 

Over the past months they have marched to Parliament, produced and distributed masses of leaflets, 

held site and other meetings to further their demands. Their fight is not only for better pay and 

conditions, but against victimisation, blacklisting, transfer from site to site and other employer 

methods to smash or restrict trade union site organisation.579  

 

It is apparent from articles that there were still many building workers that were not organised. 

‘United and given effective leadership the militancy and fighting capacity of building workers are 
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capable of accomplishing big advances for wages, regular work proper training opportunities to 

meet changing methods, adequate holidays, sickness pay, adequate bonus payments, etc.’580 The 

problem of the lump workers was still the major concern in 1969. The paper continued to update 

on their work with politicians: ‘The lump labour only subcontracting, which now involves an 

estimated 50,000 contractors and 250,000 workers should be abolished. The widespread attacks 

by Tory Councils to destroy Council Direct Construction schemes must be repelled.’581 

 

Their complexity of social stratification has already been mentioned and workers were frequently 

exploited by their own people. Although news coverage on nurses being mistreated by their fellow 

Irish matrons and sisters occasionally appeared in the newspaper, it was primarily young, naïve 

and ignorant navvies who were deceived and manipulated by their fellow Irish foremen, publicans, 

and landlords/ladies as various articles demonstrate. Moreover, a large number of navvies from 

the west of Ireland contained Irish native speakers who were not good at English, according to 

MacAmhlaigh. They were also the subject of exploitation.   

 

Nothing affects me so much, I think, as seeing the little groups of Irish walking aimlessly around town 

every Sunday evening with no interest in anything at all, the creatures – only waiting for the pubs to 

open…it’s hard enough on young Irishmen who were reared out in the country to have nowhere to go 

on their day off except the pubs. It’s small wonder that we are getting a bad reputation over here.582 

 

Construction companies throughout Britain did significant work during the war and post-war years 

by building, repairing, and rebuilding. McAlpine and Wimpey were not Irish companies, but they 

relied on a considerable number of Irish labourers as they dispatched Irish agents and gangers to 

their home counties in Ireland in order to recruit among the local population. Agents of Wimpey, 

Irishmen from Achill Island, recruited local workers with false promises. A huge influx of migrant 

workers sometimes arrived in England with their local priest. With the majority of Wimpey’s 

workforce coming from Ireland and arriving continuously, the company was dubbed ‘We Import 

More Paddies Every Year.’ The brutal treatment by Irish foremen is well documented, in various 

oral history publications and personal memoires. Irish foremen’s cruel behaviour was observed by 
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MacAmhlaigh, a navvy himself: ‘Irish foremen have such bad reputations here when the half of 

them haven’t the manners of a dog.’583 Another example was referenced in the paper: 

 

A large crowd of Irishmen arrived for a job run by Wimpeys. The men say that the gangers who 

engaged them treated them like cattle…they were forced to spend the night in the coaches without 

food or drink. Here is a clear case where organisation is necessary, and already attempts have been 

made to form a CC in Nottingham. The National Committee of the CC are making immediate 

representations to Wimpeys and also to the Éire High Commissioner.584 

 

The paper continued to expose various misconducts such as a low paid trick by an agent of 

Wimpey’s.585 Another ‘dirty trick’ by the construction company that hired a significant number of 

Irish workers was ‘the contractors get subsistence money from the railway company for every man 

employed and instead of paying it over to each man, they arranged for cheap snacks to be supplied 

to save money for themselves.’586 Another example was addressed by a local Labour Councillor 

during a meeting of the North London CA. ‘Café proprietors take their share of men’s earnings, 

since landladies do supply sufficient food. Some landladies were Irish and trying to make a fortune 

out of their own countrymen.’587 In a separate case, a reader appreciated the paper as it exposed 

the conditions awaiting Irish workers upon their arrival in France in search of employment. He 

was sent home ‘because French officials require them to defray the transport costs of the immigrant 

employed and certain maintenance costs prior to employment.’588 

 

Nurses 

For female immigrants, the most visible group was nurses. Many hospitals in England were staffed 

by Irish nurses. For example, on 27 Aug 1946, Runwell Hospital in Wickford, Essex had their 

‘female nursing staff over 70% are from Éire, no less than 10 out of 14 Sisters and an Assistant 

Matron being Irish.’589 Desperate to acquire more nurses hurriedly, newly recruited were not 

always suitable for the job. ‘Too many were hastily recruited from Éire to fill the nursing staff 
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shortages in England, there were complains. In 1949, Ministry of Labour and National Service 

were talking about ‘the poor quality of the student nurses who are being sent from Ireland. Many 

of them are said to be suitable only for domestic work.’590 Nonetheless, Irish nurses’ contributions 

were significant. The newspaper brought nurses and events together in order to mobilise them. 

One of the articles invited all readers who were in the nursing profession to attend the conference 

on Health of Irish Exiles.591  There were push and pull factors for nurses and other medical 

professionals. Irish workers needed a better paid job, and the NHS actively sought them. As a 

result, the paper warned ‘the wholesale emigration of nurses to Britain is causing a crisis in Irish 

hospitals. Understaffing has become so serious that some wards have had to be shut down.’592 

Higher wages were the chief reason why Irish nurses came to Britain. Under Rushcliffe593 scale, a 

staff nurse received £100-140; in Éire she received only £75-100. Irish nurses were most numerous 

but there were other immigrant workers, namely Indian, Caribbean, and Jewish nurses from 

Germany. According to the paper, Irish nurses unsuccessfully attempted to improve the working 

conditions by themselves. Therefore, they concluded that the only solution was the introduction of 

trade unionism among nurses.594 Although wages and conditions were better, the paper frequently 

reported that Irish nurses were being treated unfairly:  

 

even in Britain, conditions lag far behind what is desirable…Hours are far too long, food is insufficient. 

Living-in is another source of grievance…It is time that there was a complete abolition of those out-

of-date Victorian petty restrictions which do so much to make a nurse’s life a misery…A big 

organising drive by trade unions is as necessary in our hospital as it was in the West End luxury hotels 

and restaurants.595  

 

The paper detailed their working conditions. Louise Ryan’s study uncovered that an Irish nurse in 

England received about £6 a month in the 1950s and typically sent home about £2 every month.596 

Although each nurse had different experiences, ‘there was open hostility towards the Irish based 
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on stereotypes of dirtiness, fecklessness and backwardness.’ 597  British hospitals desperately 

needed a large number of Irish nurses during the post-war period but ‘upon arrival these women 

were confronted by negative stereotypes based on racialised images and religious prejudice,’ and 

some people used positive ethnic stereotypes about caring and hard-working Irish women to 

counter negative labels.’598 Maire Kilroy wrote in the ID that nurses should organise as ‘having 

spent a number of years in the nursing profession I was interested to see the refutation of Mrs. 

Latham’s extraordinary statement that: Irish girls make good nurses because they are completely 

callous and indifferent to human suffering.’599 In this process, the paper ‘performed a worthy 

service on behalf of all Irish nurses by publicly decrying this silly and stupid insinuation, and the 

paper must be congratulated on securing a statement from the Principal of the Nursing Association 

on this matter.’600 Nurses were well-organised as several articles appeared on successful strikes.  

 

Insufficient and inadequate meals were given as reason for the strike of sixty nurses who refused to 

take meals in the dining room of the Ancoats Hospital of Manchester. For lunch, it was claimed that 

a sausage and a half were served with vegetables. Officials ordered an immediate investigation into 

the complaints. The strike was spontaneous and lasted only a day. It is generally commented here that 

if all the nurses had been members of a Trade Union, the matter could have been settled long ago by 

the expedient of bringing in the T.U. organiser.601  

 

Compared to construction workers, it is clear from newspaper articles that Irish nurses were better 

organised and having good results. Although they had successful outcomes, discrimination against 

Irish nurses persistently existed.  

 

With regard to doctors, they also had identical grievances. ‘A house surgeon in Éire starts at only 

£50 a year, in Britain he gets £200…It has been estimated that eight out of ten Irish doctors must 

practice overseas, mostly in Britain and the British Dominions and Colonies.’602 This indicates 
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that Irish doctors were not traditionally trained to consult patients in Ireland but there was an 

established system that Irish doctors primarily served in the interests of the British Empire. 

 

Challenges 

As a pressure organ, the newspaper’s role within the trade union movement evolved. Despite the 

fact that they operated with limited resources in many aspects, one of the decisive factors that 

affected their raison d'être is the absence of strong trade union leaders. Since the Chartist 

movement, there had been always some notable Irish leaders in England but during the research 

period, the Irish in Britain suffered from a lack of leadership. Within the working-class movement 

in the British Isles in the early twentieth century, no charismatic leaders equivalent of Connolly or 

Larkin existed. Novik argues that these revolutionary socialists were ‘loosely allied with other 

advanced nationalist movements in 1914, the struggle was seen first and foremost as a class 

issue’603 and consistently brought ‘the class issues and attacked the British and the rich with equal 

vigour, calling on the international working class to unite,’604 Kevin O’Connor also echoed this 

sentiment as he observed that the Irish workers in Britain in the 1930s suffered from:  

 

‘a profound absence of social leadership, rendering them as mere factory and building-site fodder, 

totally at the whim of economic forces. Only in the traditional immigrant areas of Scotland and the 

North-East was there in existence the semblance of a receiving community structure into which they 

could absorb with confidence, being the continuum of previous generations’ activity in community 

and trade union affairs.’605  

 

This analysis applies to the whole research period. Some of the factors of weak leadership and 

organisation are that Irish workers’ movable nature and lack of commitment as they changed their 

work on a regular basis along with a rapidly changing society and a wide range of job openings. 

Moreover, the attitude of English trade union officials was not aligned with the paper. They tended 

to spend ‘more time looking for new recruits than in looking after the members they had got. Yet 

as often as not the new members disappeared into the bottomless pit of contract labour.’606 Another 

 
603 Novik, Conceiving Revolution, p52 
604 Ibid., p53 
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issue the paper further identified was ‘the lack of attendance at branch meetings, taking the 

militancy on the job into the policy-making structure of the trade union.’  

 

Although the paper’s aim was to function as a voice of the working-class movement and gave them 

a reason to be part of the solution, persuading workers who were coping with day-to-day problems 

was unrealistic. The majority of job-related articles asserted that the economic woes were part of 

the same problem. The newspaper interpreted the status quo by constantly bringing readers’ 

attention to the root cause:  

 

As the current Irish question manifests itself on the building sites and on the breakfast table. It appears 

most obviously as an economic question…the following three points can form the basis of a common 

agreement amongst the majority of Irishmen and their friends in Britain: To plan immediate measures 

for the improvement of British trading relations with Ireland; To secure equitable treatment for the 

Irish workers in Britain and that public recognition to which their services entitle them; Advocacy of 

the democratic solution of all problems affecting the Irish people.607  

 

The newspaper offered a place where all could express their opinions on these urgent problems 

through its columns.608  

 

Advisory Service-related ads or articles completely dissolved after the war. According to the 

newspaper, it had fewer issues to handle. A decreasing number of articles suggest Irish workers 

sought less help and advice. The frequency of articles mentioning working and housing problems 

steadily decreased towards the end of the 1960s. These topics had gradually become a less 

noticeable aspect of news coverage which implies that Irish people’s status, living and working 

conditions in England had steadily improved and become integrated and closer to the local 

people’s standard of living. The problem that Irish people faced was certainly decreasing and 

becoming less visible and urgent, although it may not have completely disappeared because a few 

support organisations were established in the 1950s, such as the Irish Centre in Camden, which 

helped Irish workers. The articles on travel conditions also decreased in the last decade, indicating 

improved infrastructures along with the growing British economy. As the newspaper demonstrated 
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throughout, civil rights-focused articles in the 1960s were meant to fight against imperialism, 

fascism, discrimination which were all tied to the principal cause. The newspaper considered all 

their educational activities, activism and the trade union movement as being interlinked, stemming 

from the primary cause, and strived to unravel it. Curran points out that the role of the radical press 

is to consider ‘society not in terms of a series of disconnected events but as a system of 

exploitation.’609 By framing their belief system, the paper provided a place to stand in solidarity 

against injustice and through these collective efforts and to connect to the Irish question by 

engaging with the public.  

 

The paper characterised the Irish diaspora as exiles due to British misrule and oppression in Ireland. 

Its main framework was based on social progress as it addressed all issues of social injustice arising 

within the disadvantaged diaspora community from an activist point of view. Many framing 

scholars consider journalists, policy makers and readers as individual players but in the case of the 

IF/ID, there were the limitations of framing as it functioned as a protest group and therefore there 

is no distinct division between writers, readers and activists, policy makers and even politicians. 

As its readers were mostly the diaspora population, there was generally no conflict between the 

readers and the writers. Their reporting was unsurprising and predictable as it was aligned with 

readers’ expectation. Within this frame, the paper used trade unionism to push their own narratives.  

 

Although workers’ basic needs were slowly improving every year, policy documents, such as 

discrimination laws, typically bypassed this fact as Irish immigrants were not considered 

foreigners. The gradual decline of discrimination-related articles indicates that Irish people were 

steadily integrating into the host society, however, general anti-Irish sentiments tenaciously existed 

as a matter of habit. The issues were stemming from lingering stereotypes and habitual practices 

due to ‘a combination of ignorance, propaganda, rumour, history and hearsay,’610 as Jackson 

outlined. Irish people were still socially and economically disadvantaged and met by hostility, as 

newspaper evidence suggest, even though the position of Irish immigrants in England had 
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gradually improved by the mid-twentieth century in parallel with the influx of Commonwealth 

immigrants, and the Irish were ‘no longer the principal target of British racism.’611  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter provides new insights with regard to the paper’s role. As evidence reveals, the peak 

period of Irish immigration to England in the 1950s coincided with the worst and last phase of 

major discriminatory incidents against them. The war and immediate post-war period were the 

time when the paper had the largest circulation. This demonstrates that the publication was the 

only reliable organ to operate for the interests of Irish workers. Anti-Irish sentiment in Britain 

mostly remained at a community level but institutional also as police biases were thoroughly 

documented in the paper. Making the public aware of something does not change present 

circumstances, thus, newspaper articles reiterated action needs to be accompanied. Every issue of 

the paper framed articles, wrote action-oriented articles and advertisements such as lectures, 

meetings, and demonstrations, as it attempted to shape their views, engage with the public and 

mobilise workers to create a movement. Although, it seems like a remote possibility, they believed 

that tackling workers’ rights issues in England was equally the first step for a united Ireland and 

they were assertive with tactical plans. Within this context, the paper’s collective effort helped to 

clarify policies and enforced a movement as a political organiser. It is hard to measure what impact 

their campaigns in the trade union movement had on a wider public, to evaluate the effectiveness 

of newspapers on public confidence and whether political messages of newspapers were 

successfully carried out or not. Because of its limited resources and size, the influence of the IF/ID 

was probably marginal. Greaves may have overestimated the role of Irish workers within the 

labour movement. Smylie pointed out that Greaves was ‘in a state of denial about the true extent 

of their marginality amongst Irish immigrants, whilst arguing amongst themselves how best to 

overcome their frequently self-imposed isolation.’612 However, the paper was an essential tool for 

diaspora politics and an indispensable element in the trade union movement and political opinion. 

There is no doubt that the CC/CA with other left organs helped to bring a large number of people 

to trade unions, although there were equally many workers who were resistant and could not be 

persuaded to join their unions. For those who had a job in Britain were considered fortunate when 
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the unemployment rate was high in Ireland and from the mid-1950s onwards, construction workers 

in Britain started losing their jobs. Irish workers were in the vulnerable situation in many aspects. 

The majority of them were struggling with immediate needs, moreover rural immigrants required 

some time to adjust emotionally and psychologically in an urban English city. To those, joining 

the trade union and demanding their rights at the risk of losing their jobs made no sense. 

 

All Irish political newspapers in England were established to protest. Greaves attempted to deal 

with ‘every issue that arises from an Irish community in Britain and to develop it in a way which 

promotes the independence of Ireland and their welfare.’613 By framing certain articles, the paper 

functioned as activist journalism, a forum, a bonding agent and provided workers and trade 

unionists a common platform to unite with a sense of shared community and purpose. After all, 

‘there was no distinctly Irish initiative possible that did not begin with an effort for 

independence.’ 614  While organising workers, making the Irish question as a political issue 

simultaneously was their mission which is a central theme of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four: How to unite Ireland 

Former MI5 agent James Miller lamented the complexity of security policies of Northern Ireland: 

‘It is like layers of an onion, and the more you peel them away, the more you feel like crying. 

There are two laws running this country: one for the security services and one for the rest of us.’615 

Shaped by British policy, Irish and Northern Irish history can be interpreted in numerous ways, 

depending on the point of view. In order to promote Irish unity, the paper selected certain articles 

to frame the issue. Their biggest mission was to make the Irish question a political issue in Britain 

and democratise the country. How did they attempt to carry it out? How did they contribute to the 

working-class movement in England on a political level? In order to set them in context, this 

chapter considers the relationship between the CC/CA and its allies and how they handled the Irish 

question during the research period as their complicated reality was reflected on the newspaper. 

This section also analyses how the paper viewed the civil rights reform as a step forward to 

reunification by specifically focusing not only on Catholic people’s grievances in Northern Ireland, 

but also on state crime and initiatives with their allies for the civil rights movement. In addition, 

in order to illustrate the overall political context in Britain towards Northern Ireland, their 

ideological divisions within the labour movement and the development of the paper’s activism 

stance will be examined. 

 

Irish question 

Just before the Great Hunger was officially declared, the Irish question was formally discussed 

during the debate amongst British politicians. In 1844616, Benjamin Disraeli, a future British prime 

minister stated: 

 

That dense population in extreme distress inhabited an island where there was an established church 

which was not their church; and a territorial aristocracy, the richest of whom lived in distant capitals. 

Thus, they had a starving population, an absentee aristocracy, and an alien Church, and, in addition, 

the weakest executive in the world. That was the Irish question.617  

 
615 Ken Loach’s film Hidden Agenda’s closing quotation. 
616 The years of the Great Hunger are varied depending on the source 1845-1849, 50, 51, 52 as there were famines 

throughout the century. The issue discussed here was during the precursor period of the Great Hunger. 
617 https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1844/feb/16/state-of-ireland-adjourned-debate-
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The term ‘Irish question’ which contains infinite issues depending on one’s perspective. It has 

developed over the years and keeps evolving along with the changing political and social climate 

as long as the border exists. When trying to define, categorise and analyse an issue to create a 

strategy, the term Ireland, Northern Ireland, or Irish people in Britain almost seems like an evasive 

concept. The partition added layers of complication and challenges, various policy divisions and 

the left-wing organs’ inconsistent attitudes and strategies manifested themselves toward the border 

issue. Schism and confrontation within left-wing organisations in three geographical entities were 

the norm and tradition. Planting a seed of an idea in different localities with a distinct history, 

unique characters and political climates resulted in different outcomes.  

 

The paper offered its readers a simple explanation: ‘LEFT means ANTI-IMPERIALIST, RIGHT-

WING means IMPERIALIST.’618 The paper repeatedly attempted to spread this message through 

its articles, but their achievement did not go beyond advocacy until the 1960s. J. A. Jackson also 

echoed that the majority of Irish in Britain revived the Irish question issue but made ‘no widespread 

attempt to organise the Irish vote.’619 The fact that the British government assumed that the issue 

in the North was taken care of by Stormont had severe consequences. Mark Monaghan elaborates 

that this had further implications as ‘it may have been due to ignorance and repeated warnings by 

politicians to junior colleagues telling them to stay clear of the Irish issue and that the question 

was too complicated to answer.’620 As the paper articulates, there was clearly a knowledge and 

consciousness gap between London and Northern Ireland. The paper frequently ran a story entitled 

‘British MPs don’t know their own laws.’621 For example, while the ID/CA and other civil rights 

organisations started intensively focusing on civil rights initiatives in the 1950s, the British 

government was reluctant and slow to act as they attempted to solve the Northern Ireland conflict 

by treating it as a sectarian problem at a community level. Although Terence O’Neill, the future 

Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, thought the status quo was unacceptable, his analysis of the 

problem was a failure. He believed sectarianism in Northern Ireland was ‘a behavioural problem 
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caused by several generations of sullen opposition by nationalists to the Stormont system,’ 

therefore, ‘the problem was ‘not the structural imbalances within the system over political 

representation, differential unemployment levels between Catholics and Protestants.’622 

 

By the 1960s, it had become apparent that Westminster and Stormont’s lukewarm strategies and 

tactics were not sufficient to remedy the issue as things were getting worse and uncontrollable. 

Catholic people’s oppressed status remained the same and violent incidents never ceased, 

suggesting that the conflict was more than sectarian problems. British failure in Northern Ireland 

implies that it was unable to recognise the root causes of the problems. Christopher Hewitt stressed 

that one of the first requirements of ‘successful conflict regulation is correctly identifying what the 

conflict is about.’623 The paper’s coverage on the British media and the Stormont and British 

government’s ambiguous and changing strategies toward the civil rights movement in Northern 

Ireland throughout the 1960s showcases that the British government failed to define the 

terminology properly. James Callaghan who became British Home Secretary in 1967 recollected 

how his despatch box contained papers on various pressing issues of the day such as prisons, race 

relations and the police without ‘a single word about Northern Ireland.’624 In his autobiography, 

many years later, Callaghan continuously used the term ‘province’ by force of habit. The Stormont 

and the British governments could not agree with the strategies to adopt as the civil rights 

movement rapidly progressed in the 1960s. 

 

Catholic grievances 

The paper’s mission was to bridge the gap by promoting equality for all people in Northern Ireland 

and Britain and to defend the Irish and Catholic against discrimination and to offer support. As 

numerous articles demonstrate, the way they planned to accomplish their goals in Northern Ireland 

was in the following order: eliminate discrimination; sectarianism will be removed; full civil rights 

will bring Catholic and Protestant together; all people will respect each other; the unification of 

the working-class people will lead to an anti-Unionist Government being elected; finally, a United 

Ireland will be achieved. In this process, the paper played a role of activist and journalistic 
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watchdog in order to discredit Ulster unionism in Britain. The paper probed the Irish question and 

confronted the system by addressing the status quo and protesting the British government and 

writing about them. Almost no mainstream British media in the period covered the issues related 

to Ireland and Irish people up until the Troubles began in 1969.  

 

The constant theme of the paper throughout the three decades was that Catholic people in the North 

had primarily grievances about discrimination in employment and housing, stemming from not 

having the control of local councils as a direct result of the ‘self-imposed apartheid’ or 

gerrymandering system. The paper produced plenty of articles on the status quo of Northern 

Ireland since the inaugural issue, and from the late 1950s and throughout the 1960s, articles 

became more focused on civil rights investigation initiatives and activism. The articles on Northern 

Ireland during the research period were categorised into three main fields: grievance-related such 

as unemployment and poverty, housing and rent act; state crime-related law and legal issues, the 

Civil Authorities (Special Powers) Act (SPA), RUC/B-special raids, stop & search, assaults, 

arrests, banning of meetings, gerrymandering; and activism-related. Catholic and Irish people 

suffered from chronic poverty as evidenced by a large number of grievance-related articles 

constantly appeared in the pages. The ‘six-counties unemployment’ topic was a recurring topic as 

many of them desperately tried to make ends meet.  

 

‘I wish to God there was a war. It would bring us work.’ These words were spoken often by the 

unemployed of Northern Ireland in the period from 1932 to the outbreak of the present war…That 

war is now in progress. Has it brought increased prosperity to Northern Ireland? The official figures 

for unemployment prove the opposite…There has been an increase in unemployment of at least 14,000 

since the war began. And this ignores those who have been starved into the English Army!625  

 

Similar to the recruitment method that the British government applied in Ireland, on a smaller scale, 

the government launched an initiative to recruit workers in Northern Ireland. The Ministry of Fuel 

and Power in 1951 recruited men from Northern Ireland for coalmining.’ 626  Although, the 

unemployment situation in Northern Ireland was severe, a lack of urgency and interest resulted in 
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the government being unable to implement a rigorous plan. NILP Samuel Napier complained to 

Prime Minister Churchill on 16 May 1952: 

 

A lack of urgency on the part of the Government to deal with the acute crisis here. We are also 

convinced that no plan exists in the cabinet to take the constructive measures which will be necessary 

not only to halt the increasing unemployment, but by long term measures to mitigate the difficulties 

of the future. Because of the lack of interest shown in Government circles here to our proposals we 

believe they will not be represented in any memorandum submitted to you on behalf of the Northern 

Ireland Government.627 

 

The paper repeatedly highlighted that Catholic and Protestant people were leading completely 

separate lives. One of the most palpable ways to measure poverty and inequality was the conditions 

of housing. The allocation of housing and the manipulation of electoral districts at the local 

governmental level were directly linked and housing segregation maintained ‘predictable electoral 

outcomes and prevented the development of mixed communities.’628 The newspaper frequently 

bemoaned substandard housing issues, calling them ‘scandalous’: ‘overcrowding in the city 

(Belfast) is lamentable and the density of population is considerably higher than for comparable 

British cities (which are supposed to be already overcrowded). The density in Belfast in 1951 was 

28.9 persons per acre, compared with 14.4 for Edinburgh and 16.8 for Bristol.’629 

 

Some active Labour politicians started voicing their concerns. For example, during a visit to 

Northern Ireland in 1954, James Callaghan, a Labour politician then a British Prime Minister, was 

distressed at what he witnessed. In his own words, he was ‘particularly incensed by the blatant 

discrimination shown in the building and letting of houses by Local Authorities. Some of them 

hardly troubled to deny that they built new housing estates only in Protestant areas and had little 

or no intention of relieving overcrowded slum conditions for Catholic families.’630  When he 

became Home Secretary several years later, he ‘applied strong pressure to the Stormont 

Government to remove their housing powers from the Local Authorities,’ but ‘they were reluctant 
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to act.’631 As a step forward to remedy the situation, the ID urged its readers to unite with Protestant 

and British workers.  

 

The Irish worker must view the partition problem as it is. We must expose the schemes that are afoot. 

Protestant and Catholic – let nobody be afraid to proclaim to the Protestant workers of the North that 

their interests lie with the rest of us in a struggle for security and progress – Protestant and Catholic – 

both have their part in ending partition, and ending it on a basis which will make the further footing 

and dividing of our people by sectarian prejudices and religious bigotries, a thing of the outmoded 

past. Orange or Green, let us work together as brothers to make a free Ireland and a peaceful world.632  

 

Unionists refused this view as numerous ID articles show. They ‘justified the situation’633 even 

though they recognised ‘discrimination against Catholics was common in the civil service.’634 

Furthermore, what they perceived was ‘the mainland British as unreliable allies.’635 This view is 

well-founded. Since the devolved Stormont parliament was established, the British government 

behaved as if it was not their responsibility. ‘British governments distanced themselves from the 

Irish question and ignored the discrimination.’ 636  Additionally, Unionists considered Dublin 

governments as a ‘threat’ in particular when it launched a propaganda campaign against partition 

in 1938 and 1948637 and continued to have that frame of mind. Prince claims that the CA had 

identified ‘discrimination as Unionism’s weak spot as early as 1955.’638 In effect, the paper had 

been systematically writing about it since 1939 but the CA’s new constitution in 1955 made it 

clear that they would primarily focus on democracy and their defence first. They regarded ‘civil 

rights reform as a steppingstone to reunification.’ 639  Discrimination against Catholic people 

certainly existed but assessing discrimination is not straightforward. Paul Dixon postulates that 

‘crude statistics are often misleading and there is complex debate over how to measure 
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discrimination.’ 640  For example, Teague has identified, disparities between Catholics and 

Protestants include: lower Catholic educational standards; Catholics discouraging their co-

religionists from serving the state; differences in attitudes to work; inadequate knowledge of job 

opportunities; concentration of Catholics in peripheral areas and the uneven development of 

capitalism; the larger size of Catholic families; and the legacy of past discrimination.641 These 

occurred as a result of gerrymandering. 

 

Specially created 

Although Larkin and Connolly in the decades prior and the United Irishmen at the end of the 

eighteenth century had tried to unite Catholic and Protestant workers,642 the fact is that the basic 

civil rights for Irish people had never been addressed systematically and formally. As a consequent, 

oppressed communities had remained in the lock of history and could not develop into a fair society. 

Britain’s divide and rule strategy in Northern Ireland had a disastrous effect as it widened the gap 

between Catholic and Protestant people, which is viewed as a perfect example of mismanagement 

and abuse of power. The division of the working class was intentionally conducted. Milotte states 

that the British ruling class ‘encouraged sectarian rivalries knowing that a divided working class 

was more easily dominated and knowing also that the forces of Unionism could be relied upon to 

defend Britain’s imperial interests in Ireland.’643  Since partition, Northern Ireland created its 

special laws and the electoral system so that the authority could keep Catholic people at the bottom 

of the hierarchy. Consequently, the majority of Catholic people had lowest paid jobs or tended to 

be unemployed as numerous articles show. Paul Bew acknowledges that the Catholic lower strata 

further deteriorated during the existence of the Northern Ireland state: ‘most significantly, while 

everywhere else (including the Protestant community) the unskilled section of the working class 

was diminishing as a proportion of the workforce, in the Catholic community, it was actually 

increasing.’644  

 

 
640 Dixon, Northern Ireland: The Politics of War and Peace, p66 
641 Quoted in Dixon, Northern Ireland: The Politics of War and Peace, p66 
642 It is debatable in the case of the United Irishmen. 
643 Milotte, Communism in Modern Ireland, p14 
644 Bew, Ireland: The State in Northern Ireland 1921-72, p170-1 



158 
 

The newspaper’s tactics was to focus on exposing the state crime645 and advocating to alter the 

system. The main grievance stemmed from the SPA.646 Created in 1922, the government intended 

it to be used as a means to establish order in the province, but ‘the statute continued to be employed 

even after levels of political violence had all but disappeared.’647 Throughout the research period, 

the SPA was operating in full swing. ‘Any attempt to garner support for a united Ireland was 

perceived as an attack on the Northern Irish constitution.’648 The newspaper had regular columns 

such as Notes from the North to criticise it. Numerous SPA/Royal Ulster Constabulary-related 

articles in the 1940s and the 1950s suggest that the abuse of power became ubiquitous and abrupt, 

and escalated throughout the North as the authorities randomly exercised their power. As a result 

of meticulously writing on the SPA, the paper met with bitter opposition from its enemies.  

 

Six-County Unionists banned us, blue shirt hooligans threatened our sellers with violence, and pro-

Fascist papers like the ‘Standard’ have poured forth an unending stream of lies and misrepresentation 

against us. Catholic Bishops, who at no time in Irish history have been in the van of progress, have 

tried to prevent us telling the truth to the Irish people.649  

 

The paper assertively dubbed itself: ‘For Irish workers and patriots with the courage to think.’ It 

was essentially speaking on behalf of the voiceless people. The RUC and B-special related articles 

demonstrate that it was not only IRA members, but ordinary Irish and Catholic people were also 

assaulted, and their houses raided. For example, a local trade council chairman was also raided for 

no reason. The newspaper reported: ‘Evidence that the SPA of Northern Ireland is not alone 

directed against Republicans is forthcoming from Derry where the chairman of the local Trade 

Council was raided by the RUC. His rooms were ransacked, and the police insisted on searching 

a room where a 13-day old sick baby lay sleeping.’650 This is one of the countless incidents that 

the paper reported which confirms the local authorities were operating indiscriminately. The 
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newspaper lamented: ‘one of the most revolting aspects of the SPA is the fact that prisoners are 

denied any right of trial – or even to know what their ‘offence’ is alleged to be. This is easily 

explainable when the responsible Minister admits that the State is not even in a position to put 

forward a case against them.’651 Therefore, the newspaper frequently depicted Stormont as fascist. 

The paper depicted British imperialism as Nazi fascism by writing that ‘the antisemitism of Hitler 

began the same way, gradually working up to a crescendo of hate’652 and ‘Gestapo methods are 

used by the police in Northern Ireland,’653 or ‘home truth on the Stormont dictatorship.’654 The 

then Home Secretary Dawson Bates was labelled ‘Gestapo Gates’ who explained to John Campbell, 

Ulster Unionist member of Parliament, that the reason why he had introduced the SPA was 

‘because of the impossibility of getting proof of guilt.’655 Ample articles of the unfair treatment of 

local Irish and Catholic citizens indicate that the local government failed to distinguish ‘between 

republicanism and nationalism, or violent and non-violent challenges to the government.’656  

 

There is some clear evidence to assess that Catholic residents were legally discriminated, and 

gerrymandering practices further crystallised their status. Gerrymandering is a system of 

manipulating electoral boundaries and the number of votes is typically arranged in favour of a 

certain party. In Northern Ireland, it functioned in the following way: the election of Protestant 

candidates to the Northern Parliament were guaranteed; Catholics were discriminated against and 

victimised by a pogrom; the creation of a police force called the Special Constabulary for the sole 

purpose of protecting Protestant interests; and the Special Powers Act gave the Minister of Home 

Affairs or policeman ultimate power.657 Throughout the research period, articles that criticised 

such uncivil practices consistently appeared. The October 1946 issue explained a few examples of 

how gerrymandering worked: In Fermanagh 39,000 Nationalists elect one M.P., while 24,000 

Unionists elect two M.P.s.658 In Derry 29,000 Nationalists elect the same number of M.P.s as 

18,000 Unionists. In Tyrone County Council 76,000 Nationalists elect 11 members, but 59,000 

 
651 ‘Notes from the North, Irish Freedom, April 1941, p2 
652 ‘Yellow press steps up hate the Irish stunt’, Irish Democrat, April 1953, p3 
653 ‘Gestapo methods in Belfast’, Irish Democrat, November 1956, p1 
654 ‘Home truths on the Stormont dictatorship’, Irish Democrat, March 1967  
655 ‘Notes from the North, Irish Freedom, April 1941, p2 
656 Donohue, Regulating Northern Ireland: The Special Powers Acts, 1922-1972, p1113-4 
657 Hull, The Irish Triangle: Conflict in Northern Ireland, p37 
658 ‘Gerrymander how it works,’ Irish Democrat, October 1946, p4 



160 
 

Unionists 11;’659 and the November 1948 issue kept readers informed on the development of the 

latest gerrymander: ‘Unfortunately, they made the mistake of handling the whole operation of the 

Act in Northern Ireland over to the Stormont Government, who, true to type, jumped at the chance 

of another Gerrymander. All the members of the redistribution commission with one or two 

exceptions were appointed by the Unionist Government.’660  Sean Redmond wrote a letter to 

Northern Premier Terence O’Neill in May 1966. 

 

(pointing out that the 1949 Ireland Act offered Stormont no protection) ‘if the British Parliament 

decides in its wisdom to abolish your government altogether”. To which O’Neill replied denying the 

existence of gerrymandering, discrimination and police repression in the North and saying, ‘I was 

entertained to read your complex and ingenious version of our constitutional status’, but the 

constitutional position of Northern Ireland “has a conventional as well as legislative basis.’661  

 

As this example shows, there were discrepancies in understanding the situation as Protestant and 

Catholic people traditionally view and interpret the same event differently and use different 

terminologies. As a consequent of this practice, the region became a ‘dictatorial substate which 

was run for the good of all Protestants but maintained for the powerful few of the modern 

Protestant Ascendancy.’662 Gerrymandering further increased opportunities for discrimination in 

local government employment as one official admitted, ‘there can be little doubt that in those areas 

where there was a Protestant majority in the councils, in practice, posts do not often go to 

Catholics.’663 

 

During the early years, the newspaper highlighted Northern Ireland-specific laws and other 

regulations, however, these informative articles gradually disappeared. This does not imply a 

dramatic decline in legal problems but rather less coverage in the late 1960s explains that the angle 

of news coverage changed as the issue evolved throughout the years and the paper gradually shifted 

to cover more practical sides of the issue namely activism-oriented stories to mobilise masses of 
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people as it started gaining momentum. The newspaper coverage shows that CA members directed 

‘their protest toward the harsh implementation of the SPA and have conducted a series of effective 

marches holding meetings in various places.’664  

 

Media 

As the collective identity of Irish people was defined within the British system, from the point of 

view of the IF/ID, the presence of frames that reinforce imperialism in the British media in general 

was their reason for activism. The British press had characterised the Irish as criminals and a threat 

to the social order. African diaspora media scholar Ola Ogunyemi pointed out that ‘the mainstream 

press marginalises the minority constituent groups and overrepresents them in the crime news.’665 

As early immigrants, Irish people had similar experiences. 

 

The paper played an advocacy role as it published stories that the British press showed no or little 

interest in covering even though many stories had news values from a civil and human rights 

perspective. When the British press published an Irish-related article, it tended to be prejudiced. 

Media distortion-related articles on Ireland or the Irish has a long history in Britain which further 

reinforced the discrimination against Irish people, whether it was intentional or not as it was 

described in the preceding section. De Nie’s study suggests Ireland and Irish people were often 

mentioned in British newspapers throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, but mostly in a biased way. 

It was not surprising that Liverpool and Southport News on 10 August 1880 wrote: ‘very few 

Englishmen really understand Ireland or Irishmen.’666 The British media superiority treated Ireland 

as ‘the minor, the disobedient child, the sick patient’667 and used ‘badly prejudicial and bigoted 

leading articles.’668 Although De Nie’s research was based on the previous century, the old habits 

had a lingering effect. After partition, Irish affairs further became a hidden subject as British 

journalists covered no Irish politics and local pupils were taught no Irish History. Consequently, 

people in England continued to have no or little knowledge of Ireland.  Republican-related articles 
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were non-existent. The IRA’s border campaign of 1956-1962 passed ‘almost unnoticed in the 

British press.’669  

 

The paper challenged deep-rooted prejudices and pervasive discrimination which stemmed from 

British media traditions affecting people’s consciousness. One of the examples is that the February 

1960 issue covered a story about another police outrage in Belfast: ‘civil liberties man arrested and 

lamented news of the incident has not yet been published in any British or Irish newspaper.’670 

This confirms that the British and Irish media deliberately avoided to report on Northern Ireland 

and Ireland-related issues. In June 1962, the CA organised a large scale demonstration at Trafalgar 

Square. Despite the fact that there was a presence of media, no national media covered the event. 

Perplexed and exasperated, the ID questioned: ‘was this an inspired blackout?’:  

 

Media no reporting on the demonstration, despite many members of Parliament, and British public 

figures were present…How are we to explain the almost total Press black-out on the CA demonstration 

in Trafalgar Square on June 17th? Reporters were there in plenty. They swarmed round the plinth and 

interviewed speakers. There were two television cameras in evidence. Yet not a word appeared on 

any six-county paper. Not a word on any daily Twenty-six county paper. Not a word on any British 

daily paper with one exception…The crowd was large, orderly and attentive. There was not much else 

happening in the world of news. Yet there was the most astonishing failure to report the meeting, and 

it is significant that the only paper to carry a report was the London Daily Worker which is usually 

regarded as the ‘odd man out’ of Fleet Street.671 

 

Much research has been conducted regarding the British media’s biased reporting. According to 

various studies, it is not surprising that the BBC was one of the most biased organisations in Britain. 

The BBC summarised ‘discussion concerning partition and its consequences, or debate about the 

constitutional question was defined as unacceptable for broadcasting.’672 Their attitude in the late 

1960s was: ‘no comprehensive description of the unrest was allowed and interviews that might 

contain emotional outbursts or inflammatory accusations were banned.’673 Waldo Maguire, the 

 
669 Boyce, D.G., 1988, The Irish Question and British Politics 1868-1996, Macmillan Press, London, p107 
670 ‘Another police outrage in Belfast,’ Irish Democrat, February 1960, p1 
671 ‘Was This an Inspired Blackout?’, Irish Democrat, July 1962, p5 
672 Savage, Robert, 2017, The BBC’s Irish Troubles: Television, Conflict and Northern Ireland, Manchester 

University Press, Manchester, p8 
673 Savage, The BBC’s Irish Troubles, p1 



163 
 

BBC Controller for Northern Ireland explained its handling of events: ‘In the present atmosphere 

of hatred and fear, we have to recognise that the broadcasting of violently opposed views, 

passionately and offensively expressed, could have direct and immediate consequences on the 

streets of Belfast and Londonderry.’ 674  In this process, Robert Savage highlighted that 

‘government-imposed censorship, together with self-censorship practised by anxious broadcasters, 

complicated the BBC’s efforts fully to inform viewers of events taking place in Northern 

Ireland.’675 

 

The ID had been attempting to find ways of making the British press write about Northern Ireland, 

but a major obstacle was the reluctance of the media in Northern Ireland and in England to cover 

Irish issues as they were adamantly indifferent. British politicians continued to avoid mentioning 

these centuries-old issues as they attempted not to open a can of worms, while local British people 

had no knowledge on life and laws in the North. In the words of the Campaign for Social Justice, 

it believed that ‘if the plain truth was presented to the British press, public and politicians, then 

Westminster would intervene to put right Unionist wrongs,’ while, the secretary of the Campaign 

for Democracy in Ulster concluded that ‘the mass of the British people know little and care less.’676  

 

Historical facts about Northern Ireland were consciously and unconsciously hidden from the 

British population, with the result that journalists had not enough knowledge of Northern Ireland 

or Irish affairs to write about them. Within this space, the IF/ID was the only newspaper that had 

been functioning as an exposé of abuses by the authorities and atrocious working and living 

conditions of mostly Catholic people in the North. One of the biggest catalysts for the British press 

and government to realise its urgency and severity was the emergence of television that influenced 

public opinion, not only in Britain but across the world. Rapidly unfolding developments started 

surfacing from the end of the 1960s as the civil rights movement in Northern Ireland gained 

momentum. Society was briskly changing, and the British media finally started reporting Northern 

Ireland affairs. Another factor that led the press to start covering it was that journalistic practice 

shifted in the 1960s. According to Boyce, during this period, investigative journalism ‘became 
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fashionable.’677 The CA’s move to hire a lawyer John Hostettler from England to examine the 

Mallon and Talbot case was a turning point. The RUC were reading the United Irishman and the 

ID, but ‘concerns became more widespread still when the New Statesman on 16 August published 

a letter from J. Hostettler.’678 Hosteller was often quoted by British journalists which ‘encouraged 

the Labour-learning press – the Guardian and the New Statesman – to take an interest in the 

case.’679 For the media, it was easier to write about Hostettler as he was a human rights lawyer 

than reporting about CA’s activism which could be contentious. It was in November 1968, the 

British press, the Times of London, for the first time mentioned the CA in its newspaper. After the 

Troubles broke out, the CA marched from Hyde Park to 10 Downing Street ‘asking that Captain 

O’Neill should introduce a system of democratic government or else form an independent state to 

which British subsidies would not be given… it must be obvious to Captain O’Neill that a prime 

cause of the persistent demands for ‘intervention’ has been his government’s tardiness in reforming 

the franchise.’680  

 

Activist journalism 

The Irish diaspora community has been an influential part of activist journalism. According to the 

IF, they laid out the labour movement in Britain and they had a role to play. 

 

Bronterre O’Brien, Michael Davit, Fintan Lalor, Henry George, James Larkin and James Connolly, 

all played their part in building the foundations of the present-day British Labour Movement. In the 

past, they forged close links between the Irish people and the British working-class. Today more than 

ever we must follow their example and try to do the same.681 

 

A substantial number of Irish and Irish descent people were part of the Chartist Movement in 

England as they tended to be politically minded.682 Even though this cannot be proved, Dorothy 
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Thompson claims that ‘many of the Irish Chartist leaders and speakers up and down the country 

came from families with United Irish connections.’ Newspapers are an essential tool for 

movements. In 1843, Bronterre O’Brien had his short-lived paper called Poor Man’s Guardian 

and Repealer’s Friend.683  

 

While the IF/ID wrote to defend Irish people in England and Catholic Irish people from Unionists 

and the Stormont regime, it simultaneously challenged section 75 by proactively working directly 

with the politicians, constantly setting up meetings, proposing motions, lobbying, writing letters 

and mobilising workers to rally, demonstrate and collect signatures, as all their activities were 

meticulously covered in the paper. Section 75 of the Government of Ireland Act 1920 is to be 

understood as reading that ‘the supreme authority of the Parliament of the United Kingdom shall 

remain unaffected and undiminished over all persons, matters and things in Northern Ireland and 

every part thereof.’684 One of the constructive developments was described in the July 1961 issue: 

‘Greaves headed a delegation to meet shadow Home Secretary Patrick Gordon Walker in June 

1961 and he promised to facilitate a debate in the House on the questions of unemployment and 

civil liberties, and Article 75.’685 The ID and CA’s initiatives with their allies eventually bore some 

fruit. In October 1961, the front page published a scoreboard. There were still many challenges 

ahead, but it accomplished three points: acquittal of Mallon and Talbot (1959); release of Belfast 

internees (1961); making the Irish question a political issue in Britain (1961). As the newspaper 

illustrates, civil rights-related articles of the decade became broader and more political as they put 

pressure on the Stormont and British authorities, less individual news pieces appeared in the paper. 

With the IRA’s disastrous border campaign (1956-1962), the paper reported that its organisation’s 

activism intensified and entered a next phase.  

 

By the 1960s, the balance of power had significantly changed, namely, the strength of Northern 

Protestants relative to the British government had weakened; Southern Ireland had grown in 

economic and political strength; the political capacity of Northern Catholics had grown. 686 
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Gradually, articles on civil rights activism - protests, walks, rallies, marches, petitions, 

investigation initiatives by the CA, cooperating with allies, as well as the US and the UN - 

increased and dominated the pages of the paper throughout the 1960s. With the availability of 

television, the world witnessed the Stormont system which proved to be increasingly irrelevant. 

 

The paper attempted to influence the Northern Ireland Labour Party687, but it had its limitations as 

the CA worked only through their local contacts, but they supported all civil rights organisations 

by offering advice and encouragement, and continuously worked with supportive NILP politicians 

when they were in London. They gave talks at CA meetings and marched together and contributed 

articles to the ID. The CA ultimately attempted to unite Protestant and Catholic workers such as 

focusing on unemployed protestant people’s grievances by putting pressure on the NILP and the 

LP. Numerous newspaper articles suggest that the CA was persistently engaging with MPs to call 

for security and social reforms in the North. While maintaining a non-party political stance, the 

paper and its organisation validated that Irish self-determination would depend on the election of 

a Labour government at Westminster. In this process, Treacy claims ‘the Republic could play its 

part by strengthening the state sector against economic imperialism and making it more attractive 

to northern Protestant workers’ and ‘the CA was seen as the bridge between the progressive 

movements in Britain and Ireland.’688 

 

Friends of Ireland 

From its inception, the paper encouraged readers to vote for the Labour Party at the general election, 

as it supported the Irish cause. In 1945, the LP won the general election. In November, in order to 

bring the Irish question to the parliamentary proceedings at Westminster, 50 Labour politicians 

established Friends of Ireland (1945-49). Their primary contacts were the Irish Trade Union 

Congress (ITUC)689 and with the Six-County and Éire Labour Parties, and members planned to 

visit Ireland, acquainting themselves with conditions there and having discussions with all shades 

of opinion.690 It was not officially recognised by the LP nor government-sponsored but merely a 
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gathering of ‘back-bencher Labour MPs who were interested in Ireland’691 and ‘a sympathetic 

group.’692 The Home Secretary’s letter added that ‘no report is made by the group to the Party who 

accept no responsibility for its activities.’693  

 

The CA supported the Friends of Ireland from its inception and the paper meticulously put its 

coverage on the front page. After returning from a fact-finding visit to Dublin and Belfast, Friends 

of Ireland MPs identified some urgent issues: ‘partition must be ended but the British government 

would not take the initiative until some of their more pressing difficulties were solved; the six-

county government of sir Basil Brooke and the Unionists was completely out of step with the 

Labour Government in Britain; the unity of a 32-county Ireland would only finally be achieved by 

a Labour Government in the North and South.’694 According to the paper, the CA had a high hope 

with the group in order to persuade NI Labour, Commonwealth – Labour, Socialist – Republican 

and Communist Parties to work together for a common policy.695 The paper decried that it was 

time to start a new initiative: ‘just as Dublin cannot afford to let the Larkin-O’Brien quarrel 

continue to poison the trade union atmosphere, so Belfast cannot afford to let differences of 

individuals like Beattie and Midgley hold up Labour’s plans to oust the Tory clique at 

Stormont.’696 There is no doubt that the British government was extremely anxious. According to 

an intelligence report,  

 

The Friends of Ireland group are openly associating themselves with the anti-partition movement and 

are thereby providing very welcome material for the anti-British propaganda machine, both in Éire 

and the US….whether we can usefully do anything more to control the activities of these people, who 

are becoming a real source of embarrassment to the Government.697   

 

The Friends of Ireland intentionally collaborated with the CA. It supported campaigns to release 

the Irish prisoners to ‘promote better relations.’698 In 1947, the CA’s Irish Prisoners’ Welfare 
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Committee took the initiative and the Friends of Ireland group visited Parkhurst Prison to interview 

the 30 IRA prisoners.699 The newspaper asserted this intervention would finally force the British 

Home Secretary to release the prisoners. Although at the beginning, the Friends of Ireland 

cooperated with various allies including the Anti Partition League, also established in 1945, and 

its MPs were eager to solve the Irish question by visiting Northern Ireland, there were usual 

tensions and numerous challenges to discuss the Irish question on a political level, even though 

they successfully raised many issues such as the travel permit, residence permit and the questions 

of cattle exports to Great Britain and also they ‘needed to show support for the United Ireland 

otherwise, lose support.’ 700  Calling for the unification, the group was not popular amongst 

Unionists.701 Referring to the Friends of Ireland, Basil Brooke, Northern Ireland Prime Minister, 

openly expressed his aversion: 

 

It was a remarkable thing that strangers should come and try to raise trouble in a country that had its 

established constitutional position. How would they have been received in Australia, Canada or NZ? 

What kind of people do they think we are? I resent it bitterly.702  

 

The British government also found it aggravating. Bew pointed out that ‘the Friends of Ireland 

were largely ignored by their own government. A distaste for involvement in Ulster.’703 Peter Rose 

claims it ‘was accompanied by a general reluctance, on the part of the English ruling class to appear 

to take sides against a Northern government which was seen as having ‘done its bit’ during the 

war in contrast to the government in the South…’704 Bob Purdie highlights that ‘the convention 

about discussing Northern Ireland’s affairs effectively prevented a reopening of the political 

questions raised in 1947 and 1949,’ therefore, ‘the Irish question sank once more beneath the 

surface of British politics.’705 
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The most crucial aspect was that members of this group were clearly not unanimous in what they 

believed in. ‘The suspiciously’ named Friends of Ireland group supported the young Desmond 

Donnelly as Labour candidate for the Northern Ireland Westminster constituency of Down who 

assured people that the Labour government ‘was not seeking to undermine the constitutional 

position of Northern Ireland, and one of the Friends of Ireland group assured the electorate that his 

organisation did not stand for uniting Ulster and Éire.’706 The members disagreed over the Irish 

question as they looked at it ‘through British eyes’ and it also ‘proved impotent when confronted 

with the opposition of the party leadership.’707 After a few years, ‘the Friends of Ireland broke up 

in disarray.’708 This pressure grouping failed to attract supporters as Greaves remarked that the left 

could not penetrate Northern Ireland. According to Purdie’s analysis, the Friends of Ireland has 

demonstrated ‘how Irish interests failed to inflame Irish nationalist sympathy among Labour 

backbenchers’, while Rumpf and Hepburn summarised ‘even British socialism has been unable to 

intervene in Northern Ireland affairs outside the sectarian framework.’709 Cronain O’Kelly also 

asserts that the marriage of Irish Republicanism and British Socialism ‘was never 

consummated’.710 

 

The National Council for Civil Liberties/The Movement for Colonial Freedom     

In order to take up a self-determination campaign, the CA had affiliated with two British 

organisations: The National Council for Civil Liberties (NCCL) and the Movement for Colonial 

Freedom (MCF).  The CA identified a peaceful way to end the partition of Ireland was by securing 

maximum equality between nationalists and unionists in the six counties. It took the initiative to 

focus on developing the Irish policy of these affiliated organs and adopted a ‘broad organisation 

strategy’. Cooperation with others was critical for their broad operations and all intended to have 

reciprocal relationships with one another. Affiliating with British organisations was crucial as the 

CA strongly believed that their base of activities was in Britain where the British government’s 

policy of Northern Ireland was primarily formed and that the political climate within Britain itself 
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needed to be changed. Since the problem was caused by the British government, it needed to be 

solved by them. Ken Keable has pointed out: ‘British governments created this Frankenstein 

monster called Northern Ireland. The sectarian hatred is British made. The tendency to political 

violence is British made. The problem is British-made, and we must make Britain solve it.’711 The 

efficacy of exile politics was quite influential and a tradition. For example, the famine created the 

Fenian (or Irish Revolutionary) Brotherhood, an oath-bound secret society in 1858 and Fenianism 

or Irish nationalist movements were helped financially by exiled Irish people in Britain and 

America.712 Greaves has also claimed that religious sectarianism originated in Britain713 and Sinn 

Féin was invented in England not in Ireland, as it was forced upon an island looking for 

cooperation.714  

 

For all citizens in Northern Ireland to obtain the same civil rights as the rest of the country, the 

NCCL was the key organisation in the development of the civil rights movement. Founded in 1934 

in London to protect civil liberties, it had a parliamentary group that was supported by MPs from 

the three main parties at Westminster. The CA promoted civil rights issues within the NCCL which 

called for an inquiry into the continued violations of human rights in Northern Ireland as they were 

convinced that Westminster was ultimately responsible for Northern Ireland. In 1962, the NCCL 

produced a seven-point programme for civil liberties in the North which included the repeal of the 

SPA and electoral reform, and the CA joined forces with various parties and groups in the North, 

including the Nationalist Party.  

 

During the time when colonialism was still prevalent, the MCF, a political civil rights advocacy 

group was launched in London in 1954 by Labour Party MP Fenner Brockway who also wrote 

articles for the ID. He declared ‘Ireland was ‘John Bull’s Other Island’ or even worse ‘John Bull’s 

Plantation’, its national heritage was deliberately suppressed, and the people kept in a semi 

barbaric state.’ 715  Brockway supported the republican cause. He had correspondence with 
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Bernadette Devlin, George Bernard Shaw716 and Éamon de Valera.717 The fact that the CA was 

affiliated with the MCF implies that the way it viewed the problem of Northern Ireland was the 

unfinished business of decolonisation. An amalgamation of most of the anti-imperialist elements 

in Britain, the MCF extended the campaign against colonialism by bringing ‘in wide sections of 

the Labour movement, peace organisations, academics and groups of African, Asian and 

Caribbean students.’718  Its sponsors included Harold Wilson and ministers in the subsequent 

Labour Government and within a year, the affiliated membership, through trades unions, 

constituency Labour Parties, university student societies and peace organisations, was more than 

one million.719 Future prime minister Wilson had been supporting and remained in close contact 

with the CA. Some people believed that the MCF was a communist group. The intelligence reports 

described its propensity for communism: ‘The MCF is a broad organisation within which 

Communists can work to secure the Party’s aim in the Colonial and Commonwealth fields, rather 

than conduct campaigns on its own which might well be recognised as being Communist inspired,’ 

and ‘The CPGB encourages its members to join and stimulates trade unions which are affiliated to 

the MCF, and in which the CPGB has influence, to play an active part in the MCF.’720 Treacy also 

labelled the MCF ‘effectively another CPGB front organisation.’ 721  Brockway was not a 

communist although Harry Pollitt called him ‘a comrade’ in the 1930s. Socialist, humanist 

campaigner and anti-war activist Brockway was one of the most powerful friends of the CA/ID 

and his relationship with Greaves was good, but Brockway kept some distance from the CP. 

Nevertheless, it is certain that many progressive and communist members participated in MCF 

activities as members of a broad left movement. The MCF renamed itself to Liberation in 1970. 

 

One of the drawbacks for adopting a broad strategy by the CA and other similar-minded organs 

was that radical political forces clashed. For example, the British LP refused to cooperate with the 

CPGB. The LP leadership consistently ostracised the CP, even though the CP members were the 

principal movers in the labour movement and ‘necessarily equivocal about the rival which 
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commanded most working-class votes.’722 As was its custom, the MCF cooperated with all organs 

of the left and had to be flexible and to adopt a broad strategy to pursue their own goals. During 

the process of launching the MCF, anti-imperialist and anti-fascist CP members played an 

indispensable role; however, when the MCF was established, the CP was excluded723 as a founding 

organisation. Attempts at affiliation by Party branches were frustrated: ‘When the inaugural 

conference of the MCF took place at the Waldorf Hotel on 11 April 1954, delegates representing 

22 trade unions, 38 constituency Labour Parties, and 21 other organisations were present but 

Communist organisations were absent from the list.’724  

 

Nevertheless, the ID/CA attempted to cultivate relationships with all progressive forces and people 

who might have different opinions to unite against racism and injustice. To democratise Britain, 

one of the systematic actions the CA took was to put pressure on the government to create an anti-

discrimination bill. The CPGB was the first political party that started advocating anti-racial 

discrimination in Britain which aligned with the CA’s belief. Since a Charter of Rights was 

formulated in 1955 by the CPGB, its flagship newspaper The Daily Worker had run a series of 

articles and 100,000 copies of a mass leaflet were distributed along with a pamphlet, No Colour 

Bar for Britain, selling 10,000 copies.725 Because of the CP’s proactive initiatives, the MCF took 

up the matter and ‘steps were taken’ to make racism a live issue within the unions.726 By working 

with the MCF, the ID produced plenty of material on the anti-racial bill. The CPGB also supported 

Brockway’s bill on racial discrimination.727 The Bill was introduced by Brockway in June 1956. 

If it would become law, it would become a punishable offence (£5 rising to £25) to refuse any 

advantages to any other person on the grounds of colour, race or religion.’728 The ID suggested 

that ‘employment exchanges should not be allowed to accept discriminatory stipulations or to act 

upon them in anyway’ and called all the readers to write their MP and ask him to support it.729 
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There have been studies on discrimination against Catholic people in the North before 1969 but 

with various interpretations. Some view it ‘as all pervasive’, while others reject its very 

existence.730 Discrimination against Irish people is deep-rooted as it was explained in the previous 

chapter. Alfred Lee stresses that it is a prerequisite to understand ‘the centuries-long use of 

geneticist or racist rationalisations to justify class and ethnic differences and especially upper-class 

English efforts to control the other peoples of the British Isles.’731 Greaves initiated ‘a campaign 

for a petition to encourage the sponsors of Brockway’s anti-discrimination bill to have the 

legislation extended to Northern Ireland.’732 In 1957, Brockway tabled before Parliament a bill on 

the subject of race relations in the country for the first time. However, the anti-discrimination 

campaign and legislation from the 1950s failed to obtain voter support because ‘there was little 

public awareness of the nature or extent of racial discrimination.’733  

 

The CC/CA had been pressing the British government for decades by actively promoting equality 

but in the 1960s, leaders of the minority in the North concluded that Stormont was inadequate to 

improve socio-economic conditions. The method the ID used was to create the environment to 

make policy makers, politicians and lawyers involved in order to alter the system. To bring 

working people’s grievances to the next level, the newspaper expanded the article with suggestions 

and opinions by experts, lawyers and politicians. According to the paper, Coughlin demanded the 

labour-minded lawyers to probe into the Irish and racialism during a conference on racial 

discrimination in London.734  During the period when signs of ‘No Irish or Coloured’ existed, 

racial tension was high, affecting various groups and dividing London communities. Irish people 

have frequently been involved with racial skirmishes directly and indirectly. Some of the most 

notable high-profile racial incidents took place in London’s Notting Hill in September 1958 and 

there was a major racial incident in Nottingham just a month before in August. Many Irish 

immigrants were caught in these incidents. A sudden surge in immigrants from Commonwealth 

countries during the post-war years increased local hostility towards newcomers as well as 

conflicts within immigrants, and violent attacks on them. Coughlin suggested in the paper that the 
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proposal that Parliament should legislate making racial discrimination of any kind punishable by 

law.735 

 

Release prisoners 

After the success of the first major campaign to release Frank Ryan, the paper was determined to 

release all the incarcerated: ‘Only the ID gave details of the grey hell in which these determined 

and courageous democrats were confined. Following the exposures, the authorities’ main interest 

was to get rid of them at all costs, before the British public learned too much about the prisons 

they pay for, and to get rid of them with maximum face-saving and maximum inconvenience for 

the prisoners.’736 The next successful initiative was the release Mallon and Talbot campaign in 

1958. Two republicans Kevin Mallon and Francis Talbot had been accused of murdering a member 

of the RUC in Tyrone. The CA challenged the SPA by working with legal professionals and 

enquired the British Home Secretary about this trial. However, he replied by saying ‘it had no 

power to intervene in matters transferred to the Stormont.’737 Since Section 75 of the Government 

of Ireland Act reserved ultimate power in the six counties to the Westminster Parliament, the 

Parliament was entitled to use its power at its discretion.738 The CA then initiated the NCCL and 

the MCF to press for a Commission of Enquiry into the working of the 1920 Ireland Act Section 

75.739 During this process, the CA hired lawyer John Hostettler from London to legally analyse 

the ‘torture trial’ case and the way they were tortured in the prison was described in the paper. 

Before conducting the official report, Hostettler was shocked at what he witnessed in Northern 

Ireland: ‘a strange sight to English eyes is that of men of the R.U.C. carrying truncheons and 

revolvers at all times and sometimes sten guns. This is the outward sign of extensive police powers 

that are quite startling.’740 This was an eye-opening experience for him, as he was not aware of its 

severity and immediately became an active advocate for the civil rights movement.  

 

Though I was already long aware of Britain’s imperialist record in Ireland, it was only when I attended 

 
735 ‘Irish and Racialism,’ Irish Democrat, March 1959, p3 
736 ‘Free men’, Irish Democrat, January 1949, p3 
737 Greaves, The Irish Crisis, p127 
738 Theoretically yes, but the Speaker had established in 1922 that Westminster was not to debate Northern Irish 

affairs. 
739 Greaves, The Irish Crisis, p127 
740 NA, KV2 3362-1, p69 Memorandum of Police Powers in Northern Ireland by J. Hostettler folder 



175 
 

the murder trial of Mallon and Talbot in 1958 that I began seriously to think of the implications of the 

Northern Ireland situation for the English people…What surprised me beyond measure was the unreal 

atmosphere of a place where nobody thought it the slightest bit odd that accused persons should accuse 

the police in this way, and were surprised only that defence managed to convince a jury, virtually 

selected by the prosecution, that the prosecution must fail…It was like being in some colonial country 

under a tyranny all truth about which was suppressed.741  

 

He examined how the SPA infringed international human rights conventions and presented in front 

of the government and his opinions and involvement in the case were exclusively described in the 

newspaper. Under the Act, almost 200 people were interned in the six counties, imprisoned without 

charge or trial. Hostettler’s contribution to the civil rights movement was a turning point as he 

analysed the Stormont regime and formally disclosed it to the public. Subsequently, Hostettler, the 

‘true eyewitness’ as the newspaper described, gave numerous talks to the public at CA-organised 

events across English cities, wrote articles in the ID and helped contributing to the labour 

movement.  

 

Another vital role of the paper was that it offered updates on the development of civil rights and 

labour movements and those who were jailed without charge or trial. The paper was circulating in 

Irish and British prisons. High profile republican figures, namely Gerry Adams and Danny 

Morrison, started reading the paper for the first time in prison742 during the formative years which 

would influence their political thinking. But how did it attempt to release the prisoners? The paper 

explains that when a trade unionist from Manchester was jailed at the Crumlin Road in Belfast, 

Greaves went to Manchester to cooperate with the Manchester Trades Councils, the Manchester 

branch of the CA and delegate from the Amalgamated Society of Woodworkers.743  Then, Greaves 

gave a detailed talk on ‘Police methods in Northern Ireland’ to the trade union audience in 

Manchester. After the meeting, protest walks or demonstrations followed. Upon returning to 

London, Greaves continuously put pressure on LP politicians, or local MPs, to demand the release 

of prisoners and protested to Home Secretary of Britain and other politicians in the North, and 

constantly lobbied at the parliament. The ID reported every development and event, called for 
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protest actions across English cities with trade unions as most prisoners were trade unionists, and 

gathered participants and the newspaper wrote up follow-up stories and persistently appealed to 

readers to take part. In the early 1960s, their formula was working as various upbeat headlines 

appeared, including, ‘Now a big push to end Belfast jailing! Internees are trade union members.’ 

As the CA repeatedly wrote letters to Home Secretary, open letters were published in the paper.744 

One of the examples of combining with activism was: ‘Do not let the prisoners rot in jail, see your 

MP…You have a part to play.’745 The paper urged to:  

 

Come to the House of Commons at Westminster on Wednesday December 12th and see your Member 

of Parliament and tell him that you want him to raise his voice for the release of the prisoners. 

Everyone is entitled to go to Westminster and see their M.P. It is part of the democratic rights which 

the British people fought to gain. We must now exercise this right in the interest of the prisoners. 

Unless the Irish people, together with our friends in the trade union and working-class movement, put 

pressure on the British Government and on Stormont these men will be left to rot in jail. If you are 

living outside London, write to your M.P. and ask him to work for the release of the prisoners, and 

also to meet those who lobby on December 12th. If you live in London, COME TO THE LOBBY.746  

 

As newspaper articles showed, they had been regularly marching in London and protesting at 

Westminster since the first London rally was announced in the paper in April 1939, planting the 

seeds of the civil rights movement. As the prisoners were being released, the paper and its 

organisation’s extensive work started paving the way for the political development in Northern 

Ireland. Dixon acknowledges that the role of the CA and the republican movement ‘in the origins 

of the civil rights movement has been underestimated.’747 

 

Civil rights marches 

The IRA’s disastrous border campaign between 1956 and 1962 caused nothing but damage. Gerry 

Adams wrote: ‘A few of the released internees set about picking up the pieces of a scattered and 

demoralised organisation at the beginning of the 1960s,’748 therefore, ‘the need for assessment was 
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naturally apparent in the IRA as a whole.’749 There was a palpable shift in sentiment as more 

republicans were politicised and the civil rights movement was gathering momentum. As an 

increasing number of civil rights and investigations-related articles in the late 1950s imply, the 

paper believed that the time was ripe for a larger scale civil rights march, simultaneously hoping 

to attract more media attention. In 1960, Coughlan was hired full time in order to organise long-

distance national marches through English cities and ‘strictly speaking, these were the first Irish 

civil rights marches.’ 750  Coughlan was clearly influenced by Greaves as he called him ‘the 

intellectual progenitor of the civil rights movement of the 1960’ because he ‘pioneered the idea of 

a broad-based civil rights campaign,’751 while Prince also acknowledges that Greaves pioneered 

‘many of the tactics used in the civil rights campaign.’752 According to the paper, in 1961 and 1962, 

the CA organised three civil rights marches in total across England to draw attention to the abuses 

in the North with the support of LP MPs, trade unionists, the TUC, the CPGB and other like-

minded organs. The first march was launched from London to Birmingham (110 miles/177 km), 

then from Manchester to Huddersfield (165 miles/266 km), and finally from Liverpool to London 

(250 miles/402 km).753 After the second march, Coughlan returned to Ireland, and Sean Redmond 

took over and organised the third march. The purpose of the march was to end the SPA; release 

republican prisoners; recognise the Irish Trade Unions; get a public enquiry into the conduct of 

the Belfast government; defend Irish neutrality.754 The information obtained were quickly written 

up in the paper. Fourteen people participated in the second march, held in August 1961. 

 

Ten men and four women, who walked for nine days over dusty, hot, petrol-stinking, transport-ridden 

roads’ because ‘we marched to tell the British people what is being hidden from them by their big-

business press.’ We wanted them to know that the Irish people will never be satisfied until Ireland is 

one country in reality as well as in name. And we carried a banner with that written on it.755  

 

The ‘freedom marches’ were specifically aimed at British people to raise awareness. The last 
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march in 1962 was from Liverpool to London, the longest in terms of distance. The CA made sure 

civil rights meetings were held in every town the march passed through in particular at trade unions 

and Labour Party branches. The local Irish community and the Labour movement provided 

overnight accommodation. However, monotonous marches without a violent confrontation 

through English cities failed to generate national media coverage. The paper was dismayed as the 

‘wall of silence’ was still largely maintained by national newspapers, although CA members and 

participants made sure they talked to reporters along the way and detailed articles were read by 

enthusiastic supporters in the US and Australia. Nevertheless, not only did it fail to interest the 

British media, but it became too humiliating to continue. Greaves admitted ‘they were not met by 

brickbats but by hoots and ridicule: less hurtful perhaps, but harder to keep going after.’756 What 

the CA strived to achieve was to perform a similar role with civil rights as they had ‘won the 

support of half the Parliamentary Labour Party for the release of internees during the border 

campaign.’757 

 

In conjunction with marches, the CA conducted a comprehensive survey of the civil rights abuses 

in Northern Ireland. Greaves, Tom Redmond, Sean Redmond, and Coughlan spent ten days 

visiting Belfast, Newry, Derry, Strabane, Omagh, Enniskillen and Dungannon and interviewed 

former internees, documented religious discrimination in employment and housing. The April 

1962 issue revealed detailed results on discrimination against Catholic residents. Around this time, 

national newspapers gradually started showing interest in Irish affairs. Sean Redmond was 

interviewed by the Guardian and offered it the facts as their reporter was working on an article on 

the situation in the six counties. The May 1962 issue featured an article on the NCCL promoting 

civil rights issues based on the CA’s findings. The NCCL had called for an inquiry into the 

continued violations of human rights in Northern Ireland and produced a seven-point programme 

for civil liberties which included the repeal of the SPA and electoral reform. The CA had made 

many contacts within the Nationalist Party and organs to promote civil rights, while Greaves was 

closely working with Nationalist Party MP Cahir Healy. In January 1964, Brockway hosted a 

meeting for them in the House of Commons and Nationalist Party MPs visited London and the CA 

took up the preparatory work for the meeting. Nationalist Party MPs also had a meeting with the 
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leader of the Liberal Party Jo Grimond MP. In 1966, Sean Redmond was elected in the NCCL’s 

executive committee and boasted that it ‘took the CA to convince the NCCL that Westminster was 

ultimately responsible for Northern Ireland.’ However, Prince points out that the CA simply 

‘reawakened’ this interest as ‘the NCCL had sponsored a commission of inquiry into the SPA 

during the 1930s and in 1948 and described the human rights situation there as very grave.’758 

 

The Campaign for Social Justice 

In the 1960s, the ID specifically framed articles on job and housing in Northern Ireland within the 

civil rights context, as it believed these are the key topics of the labour movement in the North. 

Frustrated with the status quo, a couple of pressure groups started at a local level. Their primary 

grievance was housing discrimination and Conn and Patricia McCluskey started the Homeless 

Citizens League. The CA supported the McCluskeys as it asserted local organs needed to take 

initiatives. However, as the nationalist representatives were ‘ineffectual in putting the minority’s 

case,’759 the McCluskeys started the Campaign for Social Justice (CSJ) in Dungannon, Tyrone in 

January 1964 to further remedy the situation. Similar to the CA, the CSJ viewed the issue in the 

wider context and focused on Westminster and British public opinion. While the organisations in 

Northern Ireland handled the local issues, the CA simultaneously dealt with the British government 

in London, and the paper reported in detail. The then Labour leader Harold Wilson who shortly 

became Prime Minister was in touch with the CSJ and the CA. At the 1964 Westminster General 

Election Wilson promised the CSJ ‘that a Labour Government would do everything in its power 

to see that the infringements of justice to which you are so rightly drawing attention are effectively 

dealt with.’760 As a result of atrocious living conditions, Catholic residents constantly suffered 

from health problems such as the incidence of virus, tubercle diseases, rheumatism, and arthritis. 

However, they were refused appropriate medical treatments, the newspaper lamented: ‘When they 

are sick the treatment in the Mater Hospital and other hospitals where Catholics go, the service 

generally is inferior to that given to protestants because of Tory hands on the purse strings.’761 

Similar to the CA, the CSJ had a political approach, and their urgent priority was on human and 

civil rights. Jonathan Tonge claims that the CSJ was ‘unconcerned with traditional Nationalist 
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border politics of anti-partitionism’.762 Although the CSJ’s focus was on equality, no Catholic or 

progressive people were ‘unconcerned’ on the Irish question. Patricia McCluskey described 

Northern Ireland as ‘a police state and that the abolition of…partition was an important matter.’763 

The CSJ and the ID identified that Protestant workers also needed to be aligned with the Labour 

movement as tens of thousands of them were becoming unemployed due to the closure of main 

industries. Patricia McCluskey confessed about her struggles in a 15 June 1969 letter to Brockway:  

 

When we launched our Campaign in January 1964, our inexperience led us to believe that all we had 

to do was bring the true facts of the situation in Northern Ireland before the leaders of British public 

opinions, and their sense of fair play (of which we had heard about for years!) would impel them to 

act. We were convinced that if they even dreamt of the calculated injustices being done to the 

underprivileged poor of Dungannon and elsewhere, the British would be up in arms. Things have not 

proved as simple as this.764 

 

The Campaign for Democracy in Ulster 

Since the demise of Friends of Ireland, the situation remained relatively the same. As working-

class Catholic residents’ basic needs were still severe and urgent, a new initiative emerged. This 

time the Labour Party in Derry, as a principal organiser to handle the issue and ‘secular leaders 

with secular agendas were coming more to the fore, seeking social justice before Irish unity,’765 

while active LP MPs and CP members campaigned for ‘jobs and homes’ by means of public 

meetings, deputation and mass demonstrations. The CA had been closely working with all 

involved with this issue and Sean Redmond was invited to address a meeting of the Streatham LP 

and suggested the setting up of a support group within the LP. In June 1965, the Campaign for 

Democracy in Ulster (CDU) was promptly launched in the Grand Committee Room of the House 

of Commons, led by chairman Brockway and rank-and-file members of the LP MPs, Paul Rose, 

Stanley Orme, Hugh Delargy and Eric Ogden received the sponsorship of seventy of their 

Parliamentary colleagues.766 Apart from Redmond, at least two of its founding members were the 
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CA members.767 According to the ID, CA members were always present during the CDU’s London 

committee meetings. The founding secretary was the former Treasurer of the CA’s South London 

branch William O’Shaughnessy. Paddy Byrne from Dublin who had been a member of the 

Republican Congress, was vice president and ‘driving force of the CDU.’768 When it was launched, 

the tone of the ID was upbeat: ‘the CA’s long arduous campaign to interest British Labour in the 

Irish question bore important fruit…56 members of parliament have agreed to sponsor the 

campaign, whose purpose is to secure an official enquiry into the working of the Government of 

Ireland Act, with special reference to civil rights in the six counties.’769 Creating the London-based 

CDU was an attempt to reconstruct the failed Friends of Ireland more than a decade before. The 

CDU took over what the Friends of Ireland previously failed to accomplish. Purdie points out that 

the CDU ‘revived the issues raised earlier by the Friends of Ireland.’ 770 The ID highlighted that 

the CDU was not committed against partition, but additional focus was on the application of a bill 

to outlaw religious discrimination in Northern Ireland.771 The term ‘Ulster’ was used on purpose 

to embrace all residents in the North.  

 

O’Shaughnessy claimed the CDU’s priority would be ‘urging Labour parties and trade unions to 

pass resolutions to annual conferences.’772 Betty Sinclair and Billy McCullough, close allies of the 

CA and regular contributors of the ID, proposed Greaves that the Belfast Trades Council hold a 

vital civil rights conference in Belfast on 8 May 1965. This was ‘a historic event,’773 as the first 

ever civil rights gathering in the North. A ‘great speaker’ Sinclair is considered as ‘one of the most 

resolute activists ever produced by the Irish Labour Movement,’774 and ‘even her enemies had the 

greatest respect for her debating ability.’775 During this conference, the republicans discussed with 

Labour members about the launching of a campaign for civil rights. The CDU secretary Byrne 

wrote an article in the March 1968 issue, claiming that they were focusing on the discrimination 

on religious and political grounds and the election rigging, in parallel with the Ulster question. 
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According to him, cooperative parties were the CA, United Ireland Association, NCCL, the CP 

and numerous London Irish Societies - an indication of the growing interest of British and Irish 

democrats in the Ulster question.776 Because the Labour Government failed to improve the status 

quo, the CDU initiated to work with various organs. During the CDU conference in April 1968 

and May 1968, the issues surrounding the partition were discussed. Greaves talked about the origin, 

its content and significance of the Government of Ireland Act. A new development was the new 

race relations bill, which was explained in the May 1968 issue of ID: ‘The National Committee 

for Commonwealth Immigrants cautioned that several changes need to be made to be operatable, 

but it welcomed the new race relations bill as it extends to housing and employment as well as to 

public places.’777  The CA and the CDU hoped that this would have a positive impact and it seemed 

like they were gradually moving to the next stage. 

 

Although the CDU was effective in some ways, it failed to make a difference again. Dixon claims: 

‘between August 1966, when the use of the army in Northern Ireland was first mooted, and October 

1968, the Labour government had taken no steps to improve its supervision of the region, and there 

was little information available when the conflict erupted’ and between 1966 and 1968, the NILP 

and the CDU failed to persuade ‘the Labour government and the wider labour movement of the 

importance of swift civil rights reform in Northern Ireland.’778 Moreover, Peter Rose who was the 

chief mover and became chairman of the CDU later, acknowledged that ‘the arrival at the House 

of Commons of Gerry Fitt in 1966 signalled the end of 50 years of pretence that Northern Ireland 

did not exist.’ However, he explains that the CDU ‘never had the impact of other publicly led 

campaigns post world war two such as the anti-apartheid and anti-poll tax protest 

movements….The CDU simply had not the punch or credibility needed to turn this policy 

around….it was also unfortunately true that the CDU and the civil rights workers in Ulster received 

little attention from the media.’779 He lamented: ‘up to the summer of 1968 they themselves 

believed that they had achieved nothing after nearly four years of Labour governments. Three 

successive Labour Home Secretaries had ignored them.’780 By the end of 1960s, things were 
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falling apart including the relationship between Brockway and Rose. Rose wrote a letter to 

Brockway on 9 October 1970, and complained about his treatment to the CDU members as he 

‘bypassed the organisation in calling the meeting on Northern Ireland’ and asked him to step down 

as the president.781  

 

Wolfe Tone Society 

Since the formation of the labour movement in Ireland at the end of the nineteenth century, 

republicans were active contributors and participants of the movement. 782  The 1960s is 

characterised by the politicisation of IRA members. In this process, the CA contributed a vital role 

as documents at various archives related to politicisation during this period typically contains the 

word CA. Dixon claims ‘the CA’s civil rights approach influenced the republican movement in a 

more political direction.’783 During this period, all civil rights organisations and pressure groups 

that emerged functioned with the CA’s indirect and direct involvement as evidenced by newspaper 

articles. One of the distinctive groups was the Dublin-based Wolfe Tone Society – the culmination 

of years of persistent work. This group was one of many initiatives emerged after the failure of the 

1956-62 border campaign. It had faded out because ‘the Catholic minority largely withheld support 

or shelter from the terrorists’, while ‘the Protestants did not grasp the opportunity to turn this to 

the benefit of both communities, but continued to show bias, and discriminated against the 

Catholics in employment, in housing and in civil rights.’ 784  This disastrous event made a 

Republican movement ‘lost faith in physical force.’785 Ferriter describes that the IRA seemed in 

the same position as at the end of World War Two: ‘leaders in jail, weapons seized or dumped and 

low morale, though perhaps, as with other disastrous campaigns, they learned exactly what not to 

do the next time.’786 The IRA needed to find the right strategy to fight against England.  

 

It initially started to mark the bicentenary of the birth of Wolfe Tone in 1763 and evolved from the 

commemorative directories. In 1964, the WTS was created by the republican movement.787 The 
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brains behind the Society were Johnston and Coughlan788 who attempted ‘to produce a coherent 

and systematic argument to connect republican ideas to contemporary political issues.’ 789 

Coughlan and Johnston were both CA’s key strategic members and after returning to Ireland, they 

remained closely in touch with the London organisation. However, Sheehy claims that they were 

not working under the instruction of Greaves.790 Nevertheless, the WTS-related articles were 

widely covered in the ID often by Coughlan. Coughlan was a regular writer with his own Dublin 

column, while Johnston was also contributing stories based on his own activities. After the 

disastrous IRA campaign, the republican movement was clearly ‘receptive to their ideas.’791 The 

WTS was supposed to ‘breathe life into an ailing, failing, poorly developed political structure.’792  

 

The WTS put emphasis on influencing republicans’ thinking. It also ‘discussed and advanced the 

CA’s agenda.’793 Johnston and Coughlan were already part of the left movement in Ireland before 

they joined the CA in London during their sojourn, but Greaves certainly crystallised and 

influenced their direction in the struggle for civil rights. As a prolific writer, Coughlan also 

contributed articles to the United Irishman and edited Tuairisc, the WTS’s newsletter. These 

publications functioned as an influential politicising tool. According to Treacy, Coughlan saw the 

purpose of Tuairisc as ‘helping to build bridges between republicans and activists in the Labour 

and trade union movements.’794 The CA was aligned with the WTS and Greaves was close to some 

key republican figures. Johnson joined the IRA and Sinn Féin, while Coughlan - he was invited to 

join but declined - actively offered lectures and advocated for the civil rights movement 

independently. Johnston recalled that if he and Coughlan ‘had confined themselves to working for 

the Irish socialist there would never have been a WTS or a civil rights movement in the North.’795 

Greaves supported the republicans but not ‘aggressive republican minded people,’796 and when 

Johnston joined the IRA, Greaves was ‘furious and they never spoke again.’797 
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As an Assistant Secretary and later Secretary of the Dublin WTS between 1965 and 1969, 

Coughlan played an essential role in the politicising process as an independent democrat. On the 

other hand, Johnston wrote the constitution of the WTS which ‘set off alarm bells in many 

republican circles’798 because of his connection with the CPGB. Scholars, for example, Roy Foster 

also called them ‘a ginger group of republican intellectuals.’799 Due to its connections with former 

members of the CPGB as some high-profile CP members were involved in the group, many 

republicans did not trust the WTS.800 They were sceptical about communists and disregarded their 

activities. Like the CA, the WTS operated with autonomy. Gerry Adams who became politically 

active during this period noted that the WTS was ‘a meeting point for republicans and socialists 

for Irish language enthusiasts and communists.’801 The group grew and its Belfast WTS worked 

with the CPNI, the Queen’s University Labour Group and National Unity. 802  According to 

Johnston, Greaves viewed this as ‘a complementary progressive political development which 

could become ‘all Ireland’ provided the civil rights issue in the North were to be resolved.’803 Cork 

correspondent of the ID Jim Savage was influential in Sinn Féin as early as 1965 and also a member 

of the IWP who ‘was urging left-wingers who had left the movement to rejoin’ because the ‘IWP 

now had a foothold in the movement and that the WTS would provide the vehicle through which 

Communists would form a link to republicans and the Labour Party.’804 

 

The WTS was particularly instrumental in the emergence of the civil rights movement. However, 

Johnston recalled that he and Coughlan should have been better co-ordinated as they were working 

independently: with Johnston ‘trying to build up a broad-based political understanding of non-

violent political philosophy throughout Ireland, including an attempt to regenerate the co-operative 

movement, while Coughlan was concentrating on the Achilles heel of Unionism, civil rights, 

setting up the June 1966 Maghera meeting which led to the War Memorial Hall meeting and the 

setting up of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association.805 There was a time when the WTS 
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was ‘leading to increasing internal unease,’806 as Coughlan and Johnston were ‘seen as outsiders 

and, worse, communists.’807 Some IRA leaders thought they were agents of Greaves, ‘hence of the 

British Communist Party.’808 

 

While the WTS had Fine Gael and Labour Cabinet members, Treacy claims that ‘Greaves’ initial 

desire to exercise a similar influence within Labour and within the republican movement through 

former CA members did not have the same success.’ 809  Nevertheless, Treacy stresses that 

Greaves’s influence was exercised in Ireland. Greaves’s main objective was ‘to republicanise 

Labour, which would explain why a number of CA members also joined the Irish LP at the same 

time that Coughlan and Johnson were making contact with the IRA.’810 For example, Michael 

O’Leary who was elected as a Labour TD for Dublin North Central in 1965 and later party leader, 

had been in the CA.811 Nevertheless, former members of the CA were ubiquitous and considered 

as somewhat legendary by authorities in Ireland. Cathal McLiam, former literary editor of the ID 

and a WTS member, once told Greaves about the place where he was staying in Ireland. Greaves 

wrote in his diary:  

 

A Garda is a lodger there, a Cavan man. He told Cathal about the unemployed struggles and asserted 

that the leaders were men with criminal records. ‘But it’s not those we are afraid of,’ said the 

policeman, ‘it is those who have been trained in the CA in England and sent back here to cause 

trouble.’812  

 

This demonstrates that the term ‘the CA’ had a different connotation in Ireland. 

 

The Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association 

In consequence, the WTS contributed to the launch of a group, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 

Association (NICRA) in January 1967 in Belfast which was ‘the initiative that began to pass to the 
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next generation of left-wing activists.’813 In effect, according to Johnston, ‘the initiative to set up 

the NICRA came via the WTS, basically from Coughlan,’814 and ‘along the lines suggested by the 

Dublin WTS’s paper.’815 Modelled on the NCCL, the CA’s role in this process was to encourage 

the formation and development of NICRA and work with them, as every issue of the ID 

documented. There was a need for a locally grown pressure group and the CA encouraged to set it 

up as they believed ‘any civil rights organisation in the North should be set up and run from 

within.’816 Greaves generally offered advice and moral support to locally grown organisations and 

quite a few former CA members in Ireland were typically involved. Greaves was often in Belfast 

and Dublin, giving talks and closely working with local leaders Sinclair and McCullough.  

 

According to the paper, the NICRA was established ‘for the purpose of securing the restoration of 

normal civil liberties in the six counties’817 after the meeting that included nationalists, republicans, 

NILP members, republican labour members, and representatives of the CP and National 

Democrats, and non-party organisations such as the WTS, the Belfast Trades Council, the CSJ, the 

National Union of Teachers, the National Union of Seamen and the Draughtsmen’s Association. 

The ID reported that there was one Unionist attended the inaugural meeting but left before the 

meeting had ended. The first secretary was Derek Peters, the chairman was Noel Harris with the 

CSJ’s Conn McCluskey as vice chairman, Fred Heatley was treasurer, and the press officer was 

Jack Bennett who was a Belfast correspondent of the ID and a member of the WTS. When Greaves 

was in Belfast, he always stayed at Bennett’s home. Bennett, a member of the Protestant 

community, warned: 

 

In the past civil liberties bodies in the North had too often assumed a party-political character. They 

had become just a stick to beat the Unionists with. Yet objectively, most people, Unionists, Labour 

men and Republicans had an interest in civil rights in so far as they were democrats at all. NICRA 

should therefore seek to build a broadly-based movement and should not see itself as primarily a 

campaigning body against the Government or the Unionist Party.818  
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The NICRA’s objectives were ‘to defend the rights of the individual and freedom of speech, 

highlight abuses of power and inform the public of their lawful rights – it was composed of those 

who were looking both for revolutionary change and for gradual reform.’819  Other activities 

included writing letters about harassment of political and social dissidents to the government, 

producing regular articles in the ID, CA pamphlets and leaflets, participating in demonstrations 

and public meetings at Trafalgar Square and Hyde Park always in collaboration with the CA. In 

addition to alleged discrimination against Catholics, Sinclair claimed the NICRA had other human 

rights issues to deal with such as: ‘the civil rights of the mentally ill, of the unemployed, the 

behaviour of officials at the employment exchanges, securing equal access to education for 

children from the Protestant working class district of Sandy Row.’820 Their non-sectarian approach 

seemed to be yielding results as its membership extended beyond the nationalist community, 

bringing all people together, although Catholic people were the predominant members. The 

NICRA functioned similar to the NCCL and the CSJ, but it was more middle class in its origin and 

some leaders of civil rights campaigners, notably Sinclair, and the chairman of the Derry Citizens’ 

Action Committee, Ivan Cooper, were from a Protestant background. Sinclair who shortly became 

chairperson of NICRA had regularly contributed articles to the IF/ID since its inception and was 

also a regular speaker of the CA events in London. Sinclair and Greaves, who became communist 

members in the 1930s, remained close confidants – Sinclair often seeking advice from him – until 

Sinclair’s death in 1981. 

 

From the ID coverage, many republicans were part of the NICRA and the civil rights movement. 

Dixon claims that the republican movement largely contributed and played ‘the driving role in the 

establishment of NICRA,’ 821  IRA members were actively involved in various civil rights 

initiatives, for example, ‘in the Derry Housing Association Committee and in organising and 

stewarding marches.’822  According to Gerry Adams, republicans were central to the formation of 

NICRA. 823  An intelligence report noted that Adams was an active civil rights activist. His 
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‘association with the republican movement began in the mid-1960s when he became involved in 

various community action groups. He was a founding member of the NICRA. 824  Various 

documents note that republicans and communists’ principal role in the NICRA. For example, one 

of the documents found the NICRA ‘acts as a front for the Official wing of the IRA’825 and asserted 

its strong Communist element.  

 

The CPI makes joint use with the IRA of NICRA as a front – an act of cooperation which is said to 

be doubly attractive from the Communist viewpoint, in that through NICRA, it hopes to exert even 

greater political influence on the official wing of the IRA. NICRA already acts as a reception point 

for all Soviet and East European journalists visiting Belfast.826  

 

Some claim that the NICRA was launched by outside pressure rather than locals’ initiatives. Prince 

argues that the civil rights campaign ‘has its origins in the political calculations of a few activists 

from Ireland and Britain instead of in the spontaneous actions of ordinary Northern Catholics.’827 

Although there is some truth in his argument, when the civil rights movement gained momentum, 

there were the mass of spontaneous local people, who genuinely hoped to have a fair society, as 

the ID shows that participants in the movement contained various people with different opinions. 

According to Prince, ‘representatives of every political party may have helped to found NICRA, 

but Republicans and Communists made the running and made up almost all the executive 

committee.’ 828 However, according to the analysis by Whyte and Dixon, this is a typical Unionist 

view. Bew, Gibbon and Patterson assert the civil rights movement contained ‘significant sections 

of the Protestant working class.’829 Feeny claims that republicans were only a minority in the WTS 

but ‘they were able to use the societies as a vehicle to carry their ideas’ and produced ‘the plans 

for a civil rights movement.’830 Treacy also claims that ‘the IRA and Sinn Féin did not dominate 

the Civil Rights Association.’831 Purdie also asserts that ‘the evidence does not bear out Unionist 

assumptions about the subversive intentions of the movement, that the movement did not conform 
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to the model originally proposed by the Republicans and that, in its early stages, Republicans and 

Communists were not in effective control.’832 

 

Nevertheless, it is not straightforward to draw the lines of the left organisations or individuals. For 

example, it was common to change allegiances. Some people had multiple memberships with 

different organs. It was not unusual for independent republicans helping the IRA/Sinn Féin’s 

activities while progressive thinkers working with the CPs in Britain and the two Irelands. 

Although the civil rights movement seems to be gradually moving in the right direction with a 

large number of local protestant people joining, as the ID suggests, there were still many people 

who were resistant to change.  

 

In any case, the republican movement was in a transition phase. Some left the IRA/Sinn Féin 

and/or were politicised through left groups such as the CA, while the others were vehemently 

against the progressive movement. According to Treacy, IRA Chief Ruairí Ó Brádaigh has claimed 

that ‘Sinn Féin had embarked upon a revision of its social and economic programme in 1962’ and 

‘was aware of the kind of thinking that was taking place in the CA, as the ID had circulated among 

the republican prisoners in the Curragh,’ but his attitude was that ‘republicans did not need the 

advice of the Communists.’ 833  There was a clear division amongst politicised republicans. 

However, the general trend during this time was, as described by O’Leary, the successors to the 

border campaign were ‘Irish nationalists disguised or mildly refurbished in civil-rights clothing, 

and remained a fifth column of the Republic’, therefore, the civil rights campaign of 1967-69 was 

‘simply a fresh strategic manoeuvre.’834  The politicisers eventually needed to link to politics 

although that was not the primary intention of the civil rights movement.  

 

The majority of pressure groups generally ‘showed no concern with the border issue as they were 

non-party by default.’835 Gerry Fitt also claimed that the civil rights movement was not about a 

united Ireland but about ‘making the British government face up to the facts of discrimination and 
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honour the rights of nationalists as citizens of the UK.’836 Therefore, the NICRA did not challenge 

partition issue as it focused on ending seven injustices, including council house allocations and the 

weighted voting system. From the republicans’ and nationalists’ point of view, however, this was 

naturally the first step to a united Ireland. ‘The pressure to link NICRA with the national question’ 

was very strong, as Johnston has noted, ‘even among the vanguard of left-republican 

politicisers.’837 The ID clearly reflected this view and appealed to all readers to unite. 

 

The coalition with the people from all walks of life was bound to create issues. Dixon highlights 

that the civil rights campaign of this period contained ‘groups and individuals with very different 

political agendas and class backgrounds.’838 Johnston recalled that one of the challenges of the 

civil rights movement was a cultural gap between the socialist and republican traditions in 

Northern Ireland, or between the left-politicising Belfast IRA and the Protestant radical tradition. 

As this could be ‘destructive in some situations,’839 some of the politicisers like Johnston attempted 

to bridge this gap.840 Within the NICRA, confrontation and schism were frequently observed, even 

though it exhibited the image of a united, cohesive body, ‘its leadership was fragmented and its 

organisation merely a loose collection of local ad hoc committees.’841 For example, Greaves went 

to Belfast in April 1967, and met with Sinclair, NICRA’s chairperson, in her Trades Council office:  

 

She told me that she discovered that when she (had been) prevented from speaking at Casement Park 

it was not the fault of the GAA but that the republicans had cold feet at the last minute. How she found 

this out was that on the way to Murlough last year Sean Steenson drove her up in his car. ‘I believe 

you objected to my speaking last year’ she remarked. ‘Not a bit of it.’ The republicans had told her 

they would be delighted to have her but they had been threatened that if she spoke they would never 

get the Park again. Even when she got to Murlough she was left off the agenda and the chairman was 

closing the meeting after Sean Redmond spoke. But one of the officials ran to the chairman. Betty 

wondered if a fight would ensue. Then the chairman, a local man, said ‘Miss Sinclair wished to say a 

few words.’ Such is the fear of Communism…842  
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Sinclair felt ‘they were all very suspicious of Protestants, and that the Protestants feel lost, not 

knowing what nationality they belong to, or having any history or culture.’843 This is clearly one 

of the factors that prevented it to function effectively. She had also confided to Johnston in the 

summer of 1967 that the NICRA ‘had not been able to attract the right kind of people…too much 

in the way of groups and not consolidated enough to do its job properly.’844 As a result, it spent 

more than one year to organise the first major civil rights march from Coalisland to Dungannon in 

August 1968. But it passed off ‘peacefully with no provocation, no violence, no media interest, no 

public sympathy and no movement.’845 At this point, Prince claimed that ‘NICRA had failed to 

interest the Catholic community in the civil rights campaign, let alone the Protestant working class, 

Westminster, or the world’s media’, and the civil rights campaign was going ‘the same road to 

obscurity that the Anti-Partition League had taken before.’846  

 

Although their first march had no great impact, its effort in creating a broad movement was a step 

forward. The regime of Stormont was still unwilling to meet the democratic demands of the 

movement as the ID’s bold headline decried ‘Get moving for a United Ireland’ and warned: ‘unless 

something is done soon to end the injustices which exist in British-occupied Ireland, there is going 

to be an explosion there.’847 And it certainly did. As the civil rights demands were ignored, the 

ID’s coverage of the CA intensified while it further put pressure on the British government. The 

CA functioned as if it was a NICRA London branch and the ID was its mouthpiece, as it contained 

every detail of the civil rights movement. Simultaneously, the CA in London organised a range of 

meetings, pickets in front of the Ulster Office in London, petitions and resolutions in order to gain 

international attention and sympathy, tarnishing the reputation of Stormont. 

 

1968 was a year of global revolt. Assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. in April 1968, then, 

Robert F. Kennedy occurred in June. Through the widespread television broadcasting, civil rights 

movements in foreign lands were watched in the British Isles and simultaneously, oppression over 
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Northern Ireland and Irish people were aired across the world. The civil rights movement took off 

globally. Around this time, the British authorities finally started listening to the marginalised voice, 

including CA’s demands. ID headlines also appeared upbeat as if it gathered momentum and the 

unification of Ireland was imminent, riding the wave of the global trend. The newspaper 

interpreted various points on why the last phase is nearing: Unionism is bankrupt, the high 

employment rate in the North decreased working-class support for Unionism, republicans are 

becoming more constitutionalist, the growing economy in the South, and quite a few British LP 

MPs were genuinely concerned about discrimination.  

 

The NICRA’s second march on 5 October 1968 went ahead through Protestant district in Derry. 

The participants included left-wingers in the NILP and the republican movement, CPs and ‘there 

was a significant Catholic population.’848 This event was a turning point as the British media could 

not ignore Northern Ireland anymore. According to Dixon, ‘the sensitivity of the British state to 

media portrayals of Northern Ireland suggests a sense of vulnerability to its impact on public 

opinion and its implications for the real and propaganda wars against the IRA.849 What the British 

government was really preoccupied with was not local people’s grievances. Dixon claims it ‘seems 

to have been more concerned with the impact of the portrayal of republicans on British rather than 

on Northern Irish opinion.’850 The NICRA’s march went according to plan: ‘stewarding was 

inadequate, the first rank of marchers was pushed up against the police line, missiles and abuse 

were hurled at the RUC, police officers hit out’, and television cameras and newspapers captured 

the violent scene.851 Northern Ireland’s Home Secretary William Craig tried to suppress the civil 

rights movement and commanded to attack unarmed participants, while the Labour government 

did not intervene. The march was attacked by the RUC and scores of ordinary people were injured. 

Simon Winchester from the Guardian captured the event as he ‘witnessed rubber bullets had been 

fired at protestors’ heads and bodies and dozens badly injured.’852 The reaction of the British press 

‘was virtually unanimous in its support for the Catholics’ demands for civil rights, since these were 

seen to accord with what were considered British standards.’853 
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Dixon argues that Unionists viewed the emergence of the civil rights movement  as ‘a 

Communist/republican-inspired campaign to open the border question, rather than a movement 

genuinely seeking reform,’854 consequently unleashing ‘communal violence which divided rather 

than united Protestants and Catholics.’ 855  Loyalist political violence emerged because they 

considered the movement as anti-state and ‘an embryonic nationalist insurgency.’856 As a result, 

counter demonstrations turned extremely violent. The marchers were defeated on the streets but 

they ‘won the propaganda war’ and ‘the violent reaction of the RUC strengthened NICRA and 

weakened the unionist government.’857 On 6 October, the day after the ‘Battle of Derry’, as the ID 

described, the CA, the NICRA amongst others marched to Downing Street, organised a rally in 

Trafalgar Square and demanded intervention and democracy in Northern Ireland. The speakers at 

the rally included Sinclair, Fitt, three British Labour MPs, and representatives of the United Ireland 

Association and Clann na hÉireann. After vigorous protest, the British government finally reacted 

to remedy the situation. On 4 November, O’Neill, Craig and Faulkner were summoned to Downing 

Street and Prime Minister Wilson next day announced to the House of Commons that he had 

requested a report on the events in Derry and had pressed O’Neill to introduce reforms.858 This 

rally was mainly due to the CA’s effort as the secretary of MCF appreciated its contribution by 

saying: ‘most of the credit was due to the work of the CA.’859 A front page headline of the ID 

declared: ‘Irish history was made in London.’860  

 

Wilson aspired to unite Ireland. He ‘wanted to be the prime minister who solved the Irish question, 

and that he believed that increased trade by helping to reduce tension between North and South, 

would promote this.’861 He had the traditional attitude of the Left and believed Ireland should be 

united under Dublin.862 Nevertheless, reality was far from simple. British politicians would not 

normally visit Northern Ireland as ‘it would draw his government more deeply into the Irish 
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quagmire.’863 The ID remained defiant and continued pressing the government. Undaunted, the ID 

kept pushing and called out: ‘Wilson, come off the fence!’ 864  and ‘Keep up pressure on 

Unionists.’865 With hindsight, there were some aspects that did not go according to plan. Johnson 

pointed out that one of the miscalculations that Greaves made was that he ‘overestimated the 

practical possibility of the republican clubs engaging in consultations with the trade unions or the 

labour movement. The channels did not exist, except very marginally via Sinclair and Derek Peters 

in the NICRA leadership.’866 Nevertheless, the ID continued to blame England for Irish people’s 

poverty and injustice in Northern Ireland and Britain by framing discrimination-related articles 

and defined their status within the system. Their grievances eventually culminated into a serious 

investigation. In January 1969, the Northern Ireland government formed a team of researchers 

which became known as the Cameron Commission in order to investigate the nature of the civil 

disturbance. They have found seven general causes of the disorders and ‘six of these were Catholic 

grievances – housing, discrimination, gerrymandering, the B Specials, the SPA, and the failure to 

get any redress of complaints.’867 These points were the precise issues that the paper had been 

covering since its inception. 

 

Sinn Féin/IRA 

Similar to other left groups, a recurring deep schism within the militant republican movement has 

been the norm. There was a critical division within the IRA, Sinn Féin and the republican 

movement in the 1960s and the IRA eventually split into the Official and Provisional wings. Bew 

remarked that the split in the republican movement ‘had some of the aspects of a left-right 

division.’868 The ID/CA had a vital position during this process. Treacy claims that Greaves was a 

key influence on the ‘modernisers’ despite the fact that he never lived in Ireland, nor was he at any 

time a member of the republican movement, and his ideas, especially on the civil rights strategy, 

played a key role up to the early 1970s.869 Greaves clearly had the sizeable impact on the thinking 

of politically active youngsters and he was a well-respected figure to some in the republican 
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movement. However, Coughlan denies that Greaves had ‘any responsibility for the subsequent 

political roles of any former members’ of the CA, although he acted as an adviser to many on an 

informal basis.870 Sheehy claims that Greaves was older than the politically active men and hence 

‘acted like a father figure’ within the context of the republican movement in the 1960s, although 

Coughlan rejects the idea.871 Attempting to embrace the republican movement, Greaves ultimately 

had a foot in both camps, probably creating more complications to the already complex structure 

and adding another layer to the republican movement. Furthermore, changing of allegiance was 

not uncommon within left organs. Divisions within the republican movement was a recurrent 

theme in the ID as it reported whenever former IRA members joined the CA and welcomed those 

who became members.  

 

After the border campaign, civil rights activism particularly became more strategic to focus 

primarily on democracy and uniting Catholic and Protestant workers rather than an Irish 

unification. The republican movement also embraced a broad alliance. However, ordinary Catholic 

residents in the North, the most affected population, were generally not benefiting from left-wing 

activities. Gerry Adams was familiar with the left movement as he worked in a pub, the Duke of 

York. ‘It was close to the head office of the NILP and a number of trade union offices, as well as 

the News Letter, and there you got a mingling of NILP and CP members, republicans, trade union 

officials and journalists discussing issues of the day.’872 He recalled that members of the Dublin 

leadership of the republican movement came to Belfast in the late 1960s and gave some lectures. 

Local people felt that their plan was far removed from reality as they told the visitors in response:  

 

Look, you can talk about all this coming together of Protestant and Catholic working-class but here’s 

yet another instance where the sectarian card was played and the people who had been united were 

effectively separated. Your notions just don’t square with reality…If the state would not allow 

Catholics and Protestants to get a pedestrian crossing built together, it would hardly sit back and watch 

them organise the revolution together.873 
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The trade unions were considered more politicised as a principal vehicle to pursue politics in 

Northern Ireland, but Adams’s first-hand experience explains otherwise.  

 

I was working as a barman and was sacked for demanding the trade union rate for the Twelfth of July 

holiday, which was double time and a day off in lieu. I went to the trade union of which I was a 

member and wanted them to fight it, but they wouldn’t. Although there were no sectarian overtones 

it was characteristic of the fact that apprentices were a dime a dozen and, in this context, even when 

one tried to look for something very simple through the trade unions they just didn’t respond.874  

 

Therefore, he concluded that ‘the sectarian card could be invoked effectively and that there was 

little basis for making any progress on the national question through the trade union movement.’875  

 

Nevertheless, CA members’ effort to advocate and politicise republicans is well-documented. 

O’Leary notes that the influence of the CA on ‘disillusioned republicans’ was noteworthy, as they 

had been transformed into ‘more socialist or Marxist-Leninist, than Catholic or nationalist.’876 

Essentially, the 1960s was the time of ‘the reintroduction of radical socialist republicanism into 

the movement’ and many of the new Marxist doctrines similar to the original Republican Congress, 

were ‘produced by Johnston and disseminated by the Sinn Féin’s the United Irishman.’877 Tomás 

Mac Giolla, leader of the official Sinn Féin declared during the Sinn Féin Ard Fheis: ‘The 

Republican Socialist ideology is the only one which can unite the mass of the Irish people both 

Catholic and Protestant. If we are to create such unity, we cannot remain in isolation. We must be 

prepared to ally ourselves with other radical forces.’ 878  The proposal presented by the IRA 

committee during the Sinn Féin Ard Fheis in June 1965 included ‘a formal alliance with the 

Communist parties and the CA.’879 In the 1960s when the civil rights movement was gaining 

momentum, the IRA membership was also increasing. Some scholars claim that the CA had a 

closer relationship with the CP as the previous chapter demonstrated, but Smith argues that ‘The 

CA had a more symbiotic relationship with the republican movement in Ireland and the IRA, rather 
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than King St880, which gave lip service to them in the party press but put much more emphasis on 

the trade unions.’881 Some researchers believe that the CA was closer to the republican movement. 

For example, Sheehy called the CA a ‘left wing republican offshoot.’882  It is not straightforward 

to draw the line but it appears that the CA was taking advantage of the CP as an institution and 

closely working with republicans on the ground.  

 

The CA’s top priority was to convince republicans to join the labour movement. In this process, 

Greaves specifically emphasised that ‘teaching the left how to speak the language of national 

liberation (especially in the North) should have come first and then teaching the republicans the 

ideas and organisational principles of socialism.’ 883  The ID implies that all left organs and 

progressive movements during this period contained present and former members of the CA. 

Milotte asserts that there were close links between the CA and the republican rethinking of the 

sixties.884 Some republicans were quickly politicised - although Coughlan claims ‘attempts to 

politicise republicanism were misguided, and that the labour movement would have made a more 

suitable bedfellow.’885  

 

Nevertheless, Coughlan explained that the only way to keep republicanism relevant was to go 

political: ‘Going political in the 1960s did not require Republicans to become socialists or Marxists, 

even if particular individuals might lean in those directions, nor did it require the republican 

movement as a whole to advocate socialism or Marxism, even if one could agree on what those 

terms meant in the context of the time.’886 The CA as a broad left organisation played a leading 

role in this process. Dixon states that the CA was ‘influential on the IRA in raising civil rights 

issues.’887 Gerry Adams is one of them. According to him, he is very familiar with Greaves’s 

work888 and ‘a big admirer of his politics and writings’: 
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I first became aware of Greaves when I was a political prisoner in Long Kesh. I was in correspondence 

with the CA at that time. The CA sent lots of other books into us in the cages of Long Kesh on request. 

We asked our families not to send us food parcels for a while but to send us money instead. We put 

this into a book fund and purchased books from the CA and from 1916 veteran Joe Clarke’s book 

bureau in Dublin. We used these as part of our political education processes.889 

 

The ID and Connolly Publication books were widely read by young republicans. According to Hanley, 

‘almost all republicans claimed to be followers of James Connolly, who was a Marxist, while 

Adams and his supporters had digested a range of literature by Marxist writers while in prison.’890
 

The CA did not work with the IRA directly but Greaves’s personal connection to Cathal Goulding 

who took control of the IRA in 1963 and later leader of the OIRA ‘fuelled a burgeoning paranoia 

about Goulding’s intentions.’891 Goulding was Chief of Staff of the IRA from 1962 to 1969, then 

of the OIRA from 1969 to 1972, involved in the Official Sinn Féin and a close friend of Greaves. 

In those days, Goulding was quite influential.892 Treacy notes Greaves ‘appears to have exercised 

considerable influence’ on Goulding.893 During the early 1960s, Treacy claims that what the ID 

was promoting was ‘the strategy favoured by Goulding and his allies.’894 In effect, it was Greaves 

who was offering Goulding advice as they often met but it was always ‘social occasions, invariably 

initiated by Goulding rather than by Greaves.’895 It was not only Greaves, but also Johnston who 

‘exercised an enormous influence on Goulding.’896 Treacy argues that ‘the obvious implication of 

Goulding’s support for close ties with the CA was that republicans in Britain should align 

themselves with British parties, which, while superficially involving electoral support for Labour, 

actually entailed a link to the CPGB through the CA.’897 Although Gerry Adams agreed with the 

objectives of Greaves, aligning with the Labour Party as an institution was insupportable, despite 

the fact that there were some progressive initiatives: 
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Another main point for Greaves was the imperative of the British working class to be part of the effort 

to get the London government to end its rule in Ireland. Notwithstanding some high points and 

considerable efforts by many outstanding people and organisations in Britain, including the CA this 

goal thus far has eluded us. This is partly because the British Labour movement, or at least the 

leadership of the Labour Party in government, embraced the politics of Empire, particularly in relation 

to Ireland. Greaves correctly argued that it should have been in favour of Irish independence. Instead, 

British Labour governments followed the politics of the ruling class. This is a disaster for Ireland and 

as Greaves properly argued for the British ruling class also.898  

 

Some republicans were aligned with the CA, while the others were vehemently opposed to the CA. 

For example, Seán Mac Stíofáin, the Provisional IRA Chief was suspicious of the Communist 

Party and the CA.899  During the CA Manchester open-air Sunday afternoon meeting in Platts 

Fields, ‘Traynor, Sinn Féin activist, made an attack on the CA, and urged his hearers not to buy 

ID with characteristic Republican broadmindedness.’ 900  The ID constantly urged to unite 

republicans: ‘CA asks Sinn Féin – why not cooperate. Work in unity.’901  The paper repeatedly 

called for Sinn Féin, CPs and the APL to unite for ‘the common cause’.   

 

When you join with other people in a common cause, you embrace the common cause and that alone 

– you do not have to subscribe to the views of all your associates. The CA would be prepared to co-

operate with Sinn Féin and the APL in the struggle to unite Ireland. But the leaders of these 

organisations are afraid that they would have to embrace Connolly’s teachings if they agreed – which 

shows a confusion of mind, for the CA, will cooperate with them and yet has no intention of 

renouncing Connolly.902 

 

The disagreement escalated during the height of the civil rights movement. Sinn Féin’s newspaper 

An Phoblacht was critical of CA activities.  

 

The Republican cause is being manipulated by social democrats, who are endeavouring to steer it 
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along the course compatible to their own goals and not ours. We would suggest that the proteges of 

the CA, etc, return to the orbit of the British Communist Party, and keep their cotton-picking-fingers 

out of our business. The Irish revolution can do right well without their ‘contributions’, either to the 

‘theory’ or the practice of our struggle.903 

 

They went on endlessly and found no common ground. 

 

Despite the fact that Wilson attempted to unite two Irelands by dealing with the IRA, many in his 

own government and Northern Ireland Premier Brian Faulkner typically found that ‘most 

regrettable’ and were not happy.904 John Peck, a British ambassador to Dublin wrote on 16 March 

1972 to Kelvin White, of the Republic of Ireland Department at the Foreign, Commonwealth and 

Development Office that Wilson was: 

 

hoping to establish secret contact with certain unnamed persons, through an unnamed intermediary, 

and it was quite clear that he was referring to the IRA. I did not know whether and to what extent any 

member of HMG was aware of this, but I made it clear that I could have no part in it and I emphasized 

the risks he was running and said that I thought that at the very least he should let Mr Lynch know 

what he was up to. He said his aim was to try to steer the IRA into realistic courses and, above all, to 

get them to stop intimidating the SDLP and leave the way clear for them to come to the negotiating 

table. Presumably with this in mind, but in a general context, he questioned me about the distinction 

that could be drawn between Sinn Féin as a registered political party and the IRA as an illegal 

organization. I pointed out briefly that for practical purposes it was the same bunch wearing different 

hats.905 

 

Shortly, Wilson had a meeting with the Provisional IRA which was represented by Joe Cahill, 

Gerry Adams, Myles Shevlin and Ford.906 Although his aspiration and effort did no bear any fruit, 

the Sunday Press wrote on 19 March 1972, Wilson is ‘the best informed leading foreign politician 

in regard to Irish affairs.’907 
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Clann na hÉireann and Anti Partition League  

Around the mid-twentieth century, the ID frequently mentioned on other Irish political 

organisations - the Clann na hÉireann and Anti Partition League (APL). The APL was established 

in Ireland in 1945 to press nationalist demands, and it had at one point 90 branches in Britain. 

Clann na hÉireann was set up in 1964 by the republican movement, as a support group in Britain 

‘in place of a staid Sinn Féin organisation.’908 This republican emigrant organ supported the OIRA 

and Sinn Féin. The thinking of the left during this period was that ‘republicans were advised to 

work through a broad alliance for the displacement of the Unionist regime and for political 

democracy in the North, and the defence of independence in the South.’909  

 

The CA attempted to collaborate with the Clann but the relationship with them was often strained. 

Treacy identified that Irish republican groups in Britain were ‘hostile to the CA’ and Clann 

continued to ‘propagate IRA policy and raise funds, to attract more moderate Irish people through 

in non-militant image,’ 910  while Hanley and Miller claimed ‘some Clann members were 

sympathetic to the CA, though relations between the two bodies could be fraught. Some younger 

Clann members saw the association as too conservative, while older republicans distrusted it 

because of its communist links.’911 According to Treacy, the Clann was suspicious of Greaves, 

because he ‘contacted Tadgh Feehan912 of the Irish Embassy in April 1965 to assure him that he 

was ‘totally opposed to the republican group and that the CA would never do anything that would 

embarrass the Irish Embassy or the Irish government.’913 Coughlan pointed out that Greaves’s 

journal entry for Sunday 25 April 1965 read when there was a Clann meeting in Hyde Park, 

followed by a march to the Irish Embassy, and the CA waited to hold its own meeting until they 

were done.914  

 

There was a good attendance of Embassy officials, and I was talking to Tadhg Feehan. He was upset 

at the Clann na hÉireann desire to march to the Embassy to protest against persecution of Easter Lily 
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sellers [in Dublin]. ‘The CA never did that,’ he said.915  

 

Treacy added that Greaves’s attitude was ‘less critical of the southern state.’916 Diaspora politics 

is complicated and the ID frequently covered tense relationships with the Clann. Sean O’Cionnaith, 

Clann’s organising secretary condemned the CA by writing to the ID: ‘Clann na hÉireann view, 

with sorrow and regret the number of exile organisations that have subordinated themselves to 

British political and cultural interests. While no-one doubts the sinoerity (sic) of, or the hopes 

expressed by these organisations, we believe a United Ireland will never be achieved by supporting 

British Political Parties, Irish exiles will never make contented Britons.’917 In reply, the ID argued: 

‘There is no reason whatsoever why the Irish in Britain should not use their votes for somebody 

who will give them something in return. By so doing they do not become ‘contented Britons,’ but 

discontented Irish voters determined to make things more difficult for the partitioners of their 

country.’918 The CA replied diplomatically and invited the Clann to discuss ‘the best way of 

removing all obstacles to the unity in action of all the Irish in Britain.’ Some members of the Clann 

believed ‘developments in Britain can be directed from Dublin,’919 while the CA’s focus was on 

the British government. Treacy argues that the Clann kept resisting encouragement from Dublin 

to align with the CA: ‘at its 1967 Ard Fheis, held on 19 February, two resolutions were passed 

rejecting any form of alliance with the CA. But that was negated by another motion, supported by 

Goulding, which removed the constitutional ban on members of the Association becoming 

members.’920  Nevertheless, Clann members were quite diverse. Treacy identifies that ‘Many 

younger Irish activists, including some who were members of the Clann, were in fact more 

attracted to the various Trotskyist groups.’ 921  Similar to communists, republicans were not 

homogenous. In 1970, the Clann and the CA’s relationships became worsened as both groups were 

aware that ‘they were fishing in the same very small pond for members and influence.’922 The 

Clann was ‘actively competing, and in some cases attempting to hijack or dominate CA 
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meetings.’923 

 

The APL was rurally based, traditionally nationalist and deeply Catholic which ‘presented a 

moderate face emphasising discrimination to the British audience in order to delegitimise partition’, 

while ‘speaking to nationalists in the language of Irish nationalism.’924 Smylie argued the APL 

failed because it could not decide which British political party to support and ‘remained divided 

on Irish party lines at a time when mass emigration was a contentious political issue in Ireland.’925 

Some CA members were also APL members, for example, one time IF/ID editor Pat Dooley was 

the London Committee of the APL. The CA also had a conflicting relationship with them. Greaves 

admitted that ‘it was the greatest mistake of the CA as it held aloof from them when it was 

established in 1945.’926 He recalled later: ‘if we had gone right into it and put the Democrat at its 

disposal, we might have helped to prevent the betrayal that took place.’927 The CA and the APL 

continuously had a fraught relationship. Greaves wrote in his diary in August 1964:  

 

Seán went off to Huddersfield while I did shopping.  On his return late at night he said he had seen 

the Liberal agent, and the APL man, whose name maybe Holdsworth but this is uncertain – we found 

that name in the street directory corresponding to the address. He didn’t like the CA at all, or 

the Democrat, and indeed liked its editor less. After a time, he softened and discussed differences. He 

was displeased at our orientation towards the working class, insisting that he was a “professional man” 

himself – probably a teacher – who had been to UCC with Tadhg Feehan [attached to the Irish 

Embassy in London].928 

 

The ID lamented the tense relationship they had with the APL accelerated as it expelled CA 

members. ‘How do these splitters expect to unite Irishmen at home if they divide them abroad?’ 

Pat Clancy castigated: ‘When Pearse welcomed Connolly to his side in 1916 he did not spend his 

time attacking Connolly’s socialism. Like all true patriots he extended a fraternal hand of greeting 

to all Irishmen and women who fight together against British Imperialism.’929 The APL attempted 
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to expel CA members throughout 1951, and the ID tried to prevent this and wrote to stand for an 

undivided Ireland pull together.930 The paper criticised that the APL expelled Communists first, 

then Protestants and now CA members. ‘It is utterly wrong and shameful that the splitting activities 

of the leaders of the APL should be allowed to continue.’931 The ID reported every time when high 

profile IRA and APL members ‘flocked to the CA’. Some high-profile defectors include, Stephen 

Lally, a hero of the Connaught Rangers mutiny and co-founder of the APL, and Denis O’Donnell, 

the IRA veteran. The paper assertively reported that it is ‘the increasingly widespread acceptance 

of the correctness of the CA’s contention that only from the working class can anything be hoped 

for Ireland.’932 Nevertheless, the CA and the APL campaigned and marched together when they 

could. The ID’s message remained unchanged: ‘the CA would be prepared to co-operate with Sinn 

Féin and the APL in the struggle to unite Ireland. But the leaders of these organisations are afraid 

that they would have to embrace Connolly’s teachings if they agreed - which shows a confusion 

of mind.’933 From an observer’s point of view, it was clear that it’s all history repeating itself and 

a reader’s letter to the paper advised to focus on the labour movement:  

 

You might get unity with the APL as they are out for the same thing. I doubt very much if you would 

ever get unity with the Republicans…You would therefore be best to concentrate on winning the Best 

Labour movement, for the first Irish organisation to do it successfully will have won Irish freedom 

and will go down in history. Never forget James Connolly. He said the Irish worker had more in 

common with an English worker than with an Irish boss. Ask the boys who are pulling the cables.934  

 

Bill of Rights 

The CA initiated to work with like-minded active Labour politicians for decades. The ID asserted 

that the culmination of the CA’s work is the development of a bill of rights which received political 

support in Britain. In July l968 when Ulster Unionism was divided between pressure from London 

for reform and the local civil rights movement, the CA wrote to Wilson, advancing the conception 

of a Bill of Rights at Westminster.935 The significance of the introduction of the bill was: ‘an 

 
930 ‘Partition’, Irish Democrat, January 1952, page 3 
931 ‘Defy the splitters’ gag operation, Irish Democrat, July 1951, p6 
932 ‘IRA Veterans Flocking into Connolly Clubs’, Irish Democrat, July 1952, p2 
933 ‘It’s time to act,’ Irish Democrat, May 1952, p3 
934 ‘Letter,’ Irish Democrat, October 1965, p2 

935 Coughlan, Desmond Greaves 1913-1988: An Obituary Essay 



206 
 

important political step in the struggle for justice in the six counties’ and ‘the Irish question is 

becoming a political issue between Labour and Tory. The bipartisanship which has been the feature 

of the past fifty years has begun to break down.’936 In the August 1968 issue, an eye-catching front-

page headline was clear, persistent, and authoritative: ‘A bill of rights for six counties: We tell 

Harold Wilson what to do.’ The CA, signed by Sean Redmond of Standing Committee, sent a letter 

to Prime Minister, following upon his statement that the situation in the six counties could not be 

allowed to continue indefinitely, and the full open letter was published. The message was coherent 

as the article demanded: 

 

You should introduce into the Westminster Parliament a Bill of Rights, guaranteeing the citizens of 

Northern Ireland civil rights of no less substance than those enjoyed by residents of England. Such a 

Bill would amend the Constitution of Northern Ireland, which is the Government of Ireland Act (1920), 

in such a way as to offer an imperial guarantee that those in favour of a united Ireland would have a 

fair constitutional opportunity to present their case, as of course the Unionists would retain theirs. The 

ending of discrimination would remove the poison of sectarianism from social life and make possible 

the greater unity of the working class and its increasing influence in all spheres of social life.937  

 

According to the November 1968 issue: the CA was ready to propose the Bill of Rights, attempting 

to persuade some private member of Parliament to introduce it and others to support it, and at the 

same time organise the widest possible campaign.938 It was Greaves who initiated to draft the 

proposal for a Bill of Rights939 as he called it ‘my little invention to solve the problem of a conflict 

between immediate and ultimate aims.’940 Redmond remarked the Greaves’s Bill of Rights was 
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‘significant as it was written in suitable parliamentary form, which would normally be the task of 

a trained parliamentary draftsperson.’941 This was an unprecedented move and Dublin paper the 

Sunday Press covered it in detail. 

Greaves ‘spent almost an entire week, day, and night, studying volumes of ancient Acts and 

constitutional history, and guided occasionally by legal advice, to avoid legal pitfalls, and to discover 

the formula to crucify British legislators with their own dead nails…Modestly, he offered his Bill as 

a mere basis for discussion and possible amendment. I fear the only people who would be frantic to 

amend it would be British Parliamentary draftsmen, and any Unionist, conservative politicians who 

saw the implicit danger.’942 

By amending the Government of Ireland Act and the powers of the Parliament and Government 

of Northern Ireland, it would ‘give relief to the grievances of religious and political minorities’943 

and provide ‘guarantees of a level of democratic rights for all in the six counties.’944 Greaves’s 

thinking was that ‘taking a constitutional initiative as the quickest way to enable nationalists to 

take advantage of the divisions within unionism, encouraging an alliance in a reformed Stormont 

between nationalists and liberal unionists, isolating the unionist right and opening up a way in time 

to peaceful reunification with Dublin.’945 

 

In September 1970, the Bill of rights was picked up by various newspapers, including The 

Guardian, The Daily Telegraph, The News Letter, The Irish Times, The Irish Press, The Morning 

Star amongst others.946 Unionist the News Letter’s headline decried: ‘C.R. Threat of More ‘Free’ 

Enclaves.’ This indicates their main concern was the expansion of their territory. It continued: 

‘Civil rights leaders would prompt the establishment of ‘free’ areas throughout Ulster, on the same 

lines as those which existed on the Falls Road and Bogside districts during the troubles of last year, 

if there was an extreme Unionist take-over.’947 The preoccupation of the London Daily Telegraph 

editorial was how its outcome could embarrass the British government. 
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Britain does not veto Ulster’s choice of its Prime Minister, but it does insist on the acceptance of 

British standards in the field of civic rights. If Ulster repudiates its undertakings in this respect, Britain 

will impose direct rule. This would cause acute embarrassment and discomfort in London, Belfast, 

and Dublin, but it is a stark fact which Mr. Craig and his grass roots had better recognize.948 

The Sunday Press called the bill a ‘real dynamite’ because it ‘would make an awful lot of things 

illegal for Stormont. It would deprive them of a wide range of powers, including all the powers of 

oppression, and suppression.’949 

The Bill of Rights - which is, in fact, much much more than a mere Bill or Rights - could offer the 

anti-Unionist opposition some new perspectives in taking the struggle against Stormont’s phoney 

‘constitution’ another practical step forward. Who knows what fruits another very legitimate series of 

immediate political demands might produce when a simple campaign for civil rights produced so 

much?’950 

The Sunday Press added the bill was more than humiliating: ‘The Unionists nothing but the fate 

worse than death. It offers them a new settlement even more humiliating than the actual abolition 

of Stormont.’951 

The bill was widely supported by politicians, left organs, trade unions, and the two Irish 

Communist Parties. Just before Brockway was about to introduce it, he received a large number 

of encouragement letters from various organisations and individuals such as UNs, Amnesty 

international, universities such as Plater college, Oxford, independent academics, the electoral 

reform societies, individual republican prisoners, Irish/US organisations, International League for 

the rights of man in New York, Queen’s University groups, amongst others.952 

 

On 12 May 1971, Labour MP Arthur Latham who won the right to introduce a private member’s 

bill introduced the Bill of Rights in the Commons and on the same day Brockway introduced it in 

the Lords. Latham presented the bill: 
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….I speak for the majority of United Kingdom citizens who see British lives lost and at risk, and 

British taxpayers' money expended, in Northern Ireland to maintain what in one set of language is 

called law and order and in another is said to uphold the authority of a Government who have fallen 

far behind the times….As Captain Terence O'Neill, as he then was, said after resigning as Prime 

Minister, in civil rights Northern Ireland is at least a hundred years behind the rest of the United 

Kingdom. I want to see the British Parliament pulling Northern Ireland, if not into the 1970s, 

somewhere towards them.953  

 

W. F. Deeds reached a verdict:  

 

I am not clear in my mind whether the hon. Gentleman’s proposal is well-intentioned or simply 

mischievous. Either way, its consequences would be disastrous. That is why my right hon. and hon. 

Friends should reject the hon. Gentleman's Motion.954   

 

The result was: Ayes 135, Noes 175. Both houses rejected the motion. The ID promptly printed 

all voted in favour of the bill. Regarding the Latham motion, the paper interpreted: ‘the Tory Party 

had prepared an elaborate defence…they intended to maintain partition, and anything that 

weakened it would be against their policy.’955 While ‘Lord Brockway’s bill was not only accepted 

for introduction in the Lords but given a first reading. This was the first time in British 

Parliamentary history that a Bill was introduced on the same day in both Lords and Commons.’956 

According to the paper, the Bill was presented ‘in the form first drafted by the ID.’ Coughlan 

claimed that this CA’s progressive method in effect ‘advocated a legislative straitjacket being 

imposed by the Westminster parliament on the subordinate Stormont assembly, which would at 

once outlaw discriminatory practices.’ Therefore, it could ‘guarantee civil rights and freedoms for 

the Northern nationalist population and removing the rational basis of the unionism of a lot of 

unionists – while at the same time permitting, and preferably encouraging, the devolved 

administration in the north to develop closer relations with the south.’957 The ID believed that ‘the 

restoration of ordinary democracy would free thousands of potentially patriotic Protestants from 

 
953 Hansard, Commons Debates, vol. 817, cc384-94 https://api.parliament.uk/historic-

hansard/commons/1971/may/12/northern-ireland-bill-of-rights#S5CV0817P0_19710512_HOC_239 
954 Ibid. 
955 ‘These voted for bill of rights,’ Irish Democrat, June 1971, p8 
956 Ibid., p8 
957 Coughlan, Desmond Greaves, 1913-1988: An Obituary Essay 
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the fear of being odd men out, and create a healthy political society which would be bound to go 

forward to a united Ireland.’958 The bill was designed to achieve this goal.  

 

Conclusion 

The CA/ID repeatedly reminded MPs that reforms in the North were vital and urgent and 

proactively brought their attention to the Irish question. In this aspect, there is no doubt that the 

CA was the most active organ to push LP MPs on this issue and played a crucial part in the civil 

rights movement. Dixon claims that the CA was influential ‘on the LP in raising civil rights 

issues.’959  As the articles throughout the research period suggest, they constantly wrote letters to 

politicians - for example, to Northern Ireland Home Minister William Craig960 - organised internal 

meetings and sent CA delegates to discuss, drafted the Bill of Rights, supported local organisations 

in the North and engaged with LP politicians directly and closely in a diplomatic and constructive 

way. One of the most successful initiatives was when a deputation from the CA which consisted 

of Greaves, Eamonn MacLaughlin, Tom Leonard, Coughlan and Hostettler was received by British 

Labour politician Patrick Gordon-Walker at the House of Commons on June 5, 1961. They 

successfully made him promise to ‘facilitate a debate in the House on the questions of 

unemployment and civil liberties in the six counties and undertook to study the relevant sections 

of the Government of Ireland Act which the deputation had mentioned, providing a memorandum 

was sent to him.’961 Prince asserts that this was ‘a significant turnaround in attitudes and it owed a 

great deal to the work of the CA.’962 The full memorandum was always published in the paper 

after meetings with politicians. The CA was ‘at the centre of the network of connections between 

the Northern Irish opposition groups and the British Labour movement’.963  

 

The civil rights movement put pressure on British and Irish authorities to reform the system in the 

North. By framing certain articles, the paper used the civil rights movement to push their own 

narratives. The CSJ and its allies successfully made Wilson promise that his government would 

 
958 ‘A Bill of Rights,’ Irish Democrat, October 1968, p8 
959 Dixon, Northern Ireland: The Politics of War and Peace, p84 
960 ‘Resign’, Irish Democrat, April 1967, p2 
961 ‘This Is the Way to Free Ireland, Irish Democrat, July 1961, p4 
962 Prince, Northern Ireland’s ’68, p94 

963 Prince, Northern Ireland’s ’68, p96 
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intervene to deal with discrimination, which ‘threw unionism into a panic.’964 Moreover, changing 

political and social climate and the world’s perspective on human rights issues especially through 

international newspapers and the availability of television that broadcasted the conditions of 

oppressed people across the globe was becoming increasingly unacceptable. The Toronto Daily 

Star in 1968 had a headline of Northern Ireland, ‘Where Catholics get the Negro treatment.’965 

These all made the loyalist population further insecure as the ID headline in January 1969 read 

‘Stormont regime stumbles into chaos.’966 Consequently, the IRA exploded. ‘What had started as 

a campaign for civil rights was developing into the age-old struggle for national rights.’967 Due to 

the ideological diversity - constitutional nationalists, institutional Marxist republicans, and 

unaligned revolutionary socialists (or ‘New Leftists’), ‘the movement was unable to congeal into 

a united front and rapidly disintegrated into its component parts in the face of rising sectarian 

violence.’ 968  Moreover, in the 1960s, although many IRA members and republicans were 

politicised and evolved to the left as they sought tangible changes, there was clearly some 

confusion regarding the meaning of the republican movement: ‘did it include Fianna Fail and the 

IWL, both these bodies aspiring to the all-Ireland Republic?’969 Johnston who was one of the chief 

politicisers recalled that towards the end of the 1960s, everyone was frustrated: ‘It seems we were 

increasingly up against the rampant theoretical confusion of the West European post-Stalinist Left, 

which popped up with depressing regularity to frustrate Greaves’s attempts to develop a broad 

consistent movement for the limited objective of civil rights in Northern Ireland.970 The civil rights 

movement failed to get support from British people as they were not well informed to grasp the 

whole situation due to the national media and education system’s indifference and traditional 

prejudices. 

 

Nevertheless, the civil rights movement paved a way in various aspects which led to the reforms 

of 1968-73 as the world witnessed abuses by the British authorities. The CA made the Irish 

question as a political issue, theorised and conceptualised it to a wider audience for solidarity. The 
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paper meticulously documented all the grievances, civil rights and labour-related issues as its 

organisation was putting pressure on the British government to reform and working with law 

makers and politicians. As the ID/CA initiated activities and diligently interpreted events, their 

footsteps in the civil rights movement were ubiquitous. But how much did this organisation and 

paper contribute to democratise Britain? Sean Redmond wrote in a pamphlet about the civil rights 

demands that the CA achieved: The B-Special Police force was abolished in 1969 as were the 

Special Powers Acts; The Flags and Emblems Act went, as did the Oath of Allegiance for public 

employment; Anti-discrimination legislation was introduced; A points system for the allocation of 

housing was put in place; the electoral system was reformed; The Irish question was placed back 

into British politics; Sympathetic support was won in the British Labour and trade union 

movement.971 Moreover, Coughlan claims that the paper should be judged by reference to how 

successful the paper and the CA were in achieving certain political goals, namely (1) discrediting 

the majority Unionist regime in Northern Ireland, (2) encouraging opposition to the EEC/EU on 

democratic and internationalist grounds, and (3) defending the concept of the Nation State as the 

locus of modern political democracy.972 In any case, they helped to clarify policies, contributed to 

the sense of common purpose and played a vital part in helping to build a labour movement. The 

CC/CA and the IF/ID went hand in hand as actions such as demonstrations and marches were 

announced and documented in the paper. Redmond retrospectively emphasised that ‘the 

establishment of a power-sharing executive in Northern Ireland and the all-Ireland bodies in 1999 

is a vindication of the policy for uniting Ireland advocated by the CA, worked out by Greaves.’973 

Coughlan also echoed that his Bill of rights did not bear fruit in his life time but his work 

‘prefigured the 1998 Good Friday Agreement.’974 Greaves was influential in former president of 

Sinn Féin Gerry Adams’s thinking, although he did not agree every issue with Greaves: 

 

What I liked and like still is the clarity of Greaves position on partition as a product of imperialism in 

Ireland. His writings focused me on the Government of Ireland Act and the need to remove this 

became a central part of my own focus as Sinn Féin developed its peace strategy.  I am pleased that 

 
971 Redmond, Desmond Greaves & the Origins of the Civil Rights Movement in Northern Ireland pamphlet 
972 Correspondence between the author and Anthony Coughlan, January, 2021 
973 Redmond, Desmond Greaves & the Origins of the Civil Rights Movement in Northern Ireland pamphlet 
974 Coughlan, Insight, ideas, politics: The table talk of C. Desmond Greaves 1960-1988, p127 
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we managed to get rid of the Government of Ireland Act during the Good Friday Agreement 

negotiations.975 

 

As it has shown, this section provides a new perspective to the issue of the labour movement 

through this paper. Compared with numerous Irish diaspora newspapers and political organisations 

in England in the past, working with the British government directly and strategically was the most 

unique aspect of this paper and organisation. Although their work to unite Ireland was 

unachievable, it was unprecedented activism and activist journalism within the context of Northern 

Irish politics as their efforts disrupted Unionists and eventually culminated to influence the policy 

of Northern Ireland. 

  

 
975 Gerry Adams email correspondence with the author, May 11, 2022 
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Chapter Five: Framing Gaelic identity 

The British conquest of Ireland had enormous cultural effects. The struggle for independence and 

yearning for their lost language and culture for extended periods of time undermined Irish people’s 

sense of belonging and identity which had a devastatingly complicated cultural impact on them. 

For that reason, many newspapers in Ireland began to protest and developed as campaigning papers. 

Because of the way the English language developed in Ireland, its usage is unique, and deeply 

intertwined with history of struggles. Although Irish diaspora newspapers in England are typically 

written in English, they customarily contain a few Irish language articles or Irish-specific cultural 

pages which are composed of nationalistic poems, ballades, songs, short stories, and Gaelic sports 

articles. To distinguish its uniqueness from British culture, Irish culture and sports have been an 

essential component of the Irish diaspora press which helped to contribute to the development of 

the nationalist movement, as cultural groups such as the GL and the GAA emphasised on restoring 

the nationalistic spirit. Nationalistic Irish newspapers traditionally dedicated such pages which 

offered motivation to a cultural nationalist movement that manifested itself in waves. 

Correspondingly, although it was not always consistent in terms of quantity and quality, the IF/ID 

coverage included regular cultural and sports articles. The paper highlighted the Gaelic Irish 

dimension of Irish identity and promoted their unique culture in Britain. What role did the paper 

play in cultural and sports nationalism? This chapter continues with thematic subjects by looking 

at how the newspaper’s coverage framed culture and sports articles. 

 

Keep inventing  

As a result of the British government’s prohibition of the usage of Irish throughout Ireland, English 

was forcefully imposed. Irish was widely spoken until the Great Famine in the mid-nineteenth 

century which was the ultimate turning point of extinction. Apart from the loss of political and 

economic power, its effects on cultural identity were significant in addition to ‘an accompanying 

psychology of self-doubt and dependency amongst the Irish.’976 The term Anglo-Irish implies, 

according to Norman Vance, ‘a residual colonialism’ and extreme nationalists believed that the 

increasing use of English throughout Ireland was ‘the most insidious imperialism of all.’ 977 

 
976 Kiberd, Declan, 1995, Inventing Ireland, Jonathan Cape, London, p6 
977 Vance, Norman, 1990, Irish Literature: A Social History, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, p12 
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Thomas MacDonagh978 defines the Irish nation as being based on ‘shared history and heritage 

rather than on solely civic or ethnic grounds,’979 while Ewart Milne eloquently describes that Irish 

literature is ‘a tree which is Gaelic in its roots and Anglo-Irish in its leaves and branches.’980 Roy 

Foster claims that the Irish ‘had their own psychological identification with Ireland, which was not 

threatened by an interest and a pride in the evidently ancient origins of Irish settlement and Irish 

culture.’981 

 

English is essentially the language of employment and education, therefore, some researchers 

assert that its economic motivation was more impactful. James Connolly pointed out that ‘the 

Gaelic Leaguer realises that capitalism did more in one century to destroy the tongue of the Gael 

than the sword of the Saxon did in six.’982 Nevertheless, the impact of losing it and/or missing it 

became the recurrent theme and impulse for creativity. Various studies have been conducted by 

scholars namely Benedict Anderson and Declan Kiberd who argue that Ireland is invented. Kiberd 

suggested that for W. B. Yeats, ‘Ireland would be an imaginary homeland, the sort of place 

endlessly invented and reinvented by exiles who fear that, if they do not give it a local habitation 

in words, it may entirely disappear.’983 Connolly also wanted the past back and imagined the 

country they never had. Therefore, Foster has suggested that Connolly’s socialism is very closely 

linked to Gaelic Revival as he dreamed of a Gaelic utopia. However, Greaves pointed out that 

Connolly ‘neglected the Gaelic revival to his movement.’984 Olivier Coquelin argues that his 

‘progressive revolutionary theories encompassed a reactionary dimension in line with a Marxist 

tradition to which he belonged.’985 

 

Similar to the way the Irish press uses Irish words for headlines and a few sentences, its usage is 

also significant when speaking. At Irish nationalistic or cultural meetings or events, speakers 

 
978 He was one of the signatories of the 1916 Proclamation of the Republic and, as such, was executed along with the 

other six signatories after the abortive 1916 Easter Rebellion. 
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980 ‘The Tapestry,’ Irish Freedom, March 1944, p8 
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typically start by saying a few words in Irish before switching to English. The fact is that Irish is 

not a lingua franca, but it still has a great significance and needs to be used continuously. The 

common rhyming adage: Is fearr Gaeilge bhriste, ná Béarla clíste (broken Irish is better than 

clever English) reflects that although Irish is not used fluently, it is better to use it even just a few 

words rather than using English only. In order to keep reinventing Ireland, broken Irish is a perfect 

tool as it gives space for imagination. MacAmhlaigh asserts: ‘there is no doubt but that Irish 

speakers lose some of their innate dignity when they turn to speaking English.’986 

 

Between 1880 and 1930, the Irish language and literary revival occurred throughout British 

cities987 as a broad cultural movement.988 Partition and its impact on Irish residents in England 

further brought a new nationalistic loyalty to Ireland and determination for a United Ireland as the 

Gaelic revival movement was coined as ‘the Irish-Ireland movement.’989 Irish cultural nationalism 

during the 1930s was also called ‘a polity-shaping movement,’990 which was around the time the 

CC started. Hutchinson claims that cultural nationalism was a distinctive ideological movement.991 

Irish nationalist organisations in England continuously emerged, reflecting British policies and 

society. Historically, British politics and Irish cultural activities have gone hand in hand. John 

Hutchinson highlights that cultural nationalism is ‘a transient, and a recurring movement, re-

emerging at times of crisis.’992 Certain historians tended to characterise cultural nationalism as 

Anglo-phobic and anti-Protestant. Foster noted ‘to a strong element in the GL, literature in English 

was Protestant as well as anti-national.’ But in effect, Kiberd contests that nationalism in Ireland 

was a broad and comprehensive movement, containing progressive as well as conservative 

elements.993 

 

Newspapers promote nationalism 
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The formation of Irish nationalism took many years, if not centuries. Irish and Irish diaspora 

newspapers traditionally contributed to this formation process. Anderson asserts that ‘the print-

languages laid the bases for national consciousnesses and print-capitalism gave a new fixity to 

language and created languages of power.’994 He further argues that ‘nationality and nationalism 

are cultural artefacts of a particular kind’995 and nationalism was invented in print language as ‘a 

new way of linking fraternity, power and time meaningfully together’.996 Irish nationalism and the 

press always had a symbiotic relationship. For this reason, the Irish press industry and journalism 

for the most part developed as a campaigning tool along with the nationalist movement and Irish 

culture played a vital role in this process. Scholars, such as Legg, identified ‘a powerful and self-

reinforcing relationship existed between newspapers and nationalism’ from the mid-nineteenth 

century on.  

 

The Irish diaspora press typically promoted Irish nationalist interest. For famine immigrants in the 

US, ‘nationalism became a cornerstone of Irish-American identity’ as it was ‘born in part from a 

sense of inferiority that was amplified by the isolation and hostility of the immigration 

experience.’997 The Irish diaspora press during the Victorian time in England was ‘intimately 

involved in promoting all aspects of what has been termed cultural nationalism’ such as the 

promotion of Irish, Gaelic customs, sports, literature, the creation and celebration of the national 

story.998 At the end of the nineteenth century, the role of the press was to spread the Gaelic revival 

and to unite people for the Irish cause. The common belief that things were better and great in the 

past before it was destroyed was mythologised. Legg suggested that it was journalists who used 

the past ‘to create the ideal of Ireland’s present.’999 However, some researchers, such as Vance, 

argue that ‘English-language Celtic revivalism was an aesthetic diversion rather than a genuine 

national movement.’1000   

 

In general, immigrant workers in foreign countries are keener to acquire knowledge and 
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information. Therefore, their lives tend to be more press-oriented than people who remained in 

their own countries. This applies to working class Irish people in Ireland. Due to long colonisation 

and inequality they had experienced, they felt alienated in their own land. Kibert claims that for 

Irish people speaking English in their own country, their lives conducted through ‘the medium of 

English became itself a sort of exile.’ Therefore, ‘the revival of the native language was an 

inevitable protest against such homogenisation.’1001 Under these circumstances, a large number of 

radical newspapers existed in Ireland as a form of protest.  

 

During the IF period, articles, and stories with an angle of cultural nationalism appeared 

sporadically in relation to Irish unification. The IF appealed to readers: ‘without the unity of our 

country there can be no Gaelic revival and without Gaelic culture unity would make Ireland just 

another English province; for until Ireland is free, we shall never be at peace, and peace is essential 

to cultural revival.’1002 Although there was a general culture page which mainly contained book 

reviews in the early 1940s, republican poems and other Gaelic nationalistic articles as a part of the 

cultural movement were not on the newspaper’s top agenda as the IF/ID did not have a clear 

editorial policy on culture/sports in the early years. After Greaves took the helm, cultural articles 

started appearing on a regular basis. As Irish journalism evolved through the struggle against 

imperialism and the press was viewed as a useful vehicle to spread cultural nationalism, the IF/ID 

followed the same pattern. In parallel with the theme of keeping memories alive, every issue of 

the newspaper printed Irish culture-specific articles by providing a republican dimension of Irish 

identity through nationalistic poems, songs, and short stories. For example, Tyrants of Ulster by 

G.J.H. Clarke,1003 Old Skibbereen poem,1004 Let Erin Remember by Thomas Moore,1005 Poetry 

and Songs for the Irish People,1006 and Irish Song.1007 

  

Poems have a unique place in Irish history and powerful connotations in Ireland. Since ancient 

times, the link between literature and politics has been strong. Vincent Buckley has claimed that 
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‘myths of nationality and of struggle live in the Irish psyche which exist in poetry which is the 

most myth-saturated of all the artistic forms.’1008 Poems in Ireland are considered as more than a 

form of artistic expression but a powerful medium. According to an ancient literary tradition, the 

poet, or ancient file, had ‘the capacity to curse their enemies and to bless their allies with 

prosperity.’1009 Regina Chollatáin explains that the file had two main functions: he kept a record 

of laws and told magnificent tales. The main role of the file was ‘a public official, a chronicler, a 

political essayist, a keen and satirical observer of his fellow countrymen.’1010 Therefore, ‘Gaelic 

bards were perceived as a particular obstacle by the colonisers as they were figures of political 

influence in their own right, second only to the chieftains, to whom they sat next in council.’1011 

Poets have been regarded highly and their role has evolved throughout centuries. Kiberd states that 

although the link between sedition and literature had been always visible, during the period of the 

Gaelic revival, ‘it became a version of the connection between violence and poetry.’1012 

 

Grief and nationalistic poems, ballads and songs are all interconnected and a stable feature of the 

Irish diaspora press, including the IF/ID. Jeffrey Richards claims that ‘the songs which stress loss, 

tears, sorrows, battle and death became an integral part of the nationalist sensibility.’1013 Post-

famine emigration songs emerging out of the popular tradition invariably attributed ‘the leaving 

of Ireland to secular imperatives identified particularly with landlords and oppressive English 

rule.’1014 Patrick Ward notes when Irish people crossed the Atlantic and the Irish Sea, they carried 

thousands of songs and ballads with them. In Victorian England, most of ballads and poems in the 

Irish press were intended to ‘keep alive a memory of the homeland, its towns, landscapes, people, 

customs and history,’1015 even though they were not ‘great or even good literature.’1016 In effect, 

those did not need to be eloquent. McNicholas explains that ‘the literature functioned as an intrinsic 

part of the political project of the nationalist press-engendering and sustaining a shared identity, a 
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sense of worth, celebrating achievement and galvanising the exiles into political involvement.’1017 

Poetry and serial fiction pages were already stable ingredients of Irish diaspora newspapers of the 

1860s1018 and it remained a steady feature in the next century as the IF/ID shows. McNicholas 

emphasises that the role of poetry and fiction in cultural nationalism is not limited to recalling past 

heroes, but to recounting ‘in dramatic form, the struggles of the present.’1019  

 

In the case of the IF/ID, it interpreted workers’ struggle against capitalist companies, landladies, 

the unfair system, and ultimately, Britain. Diaspora populations and newspapers utilised songs and 

poems to keep memories alive and constantly reminded readers that the struggle was on-going. 

After Greaves became editor, Irish language articles, culture news/stories, poems became an 

indispensable feature as he supported and believed in the cultural movement. Although the paper 

primarily promoted democracy, republican poems appeared regularly in order to instil into readers 

as they were still fighting and there was still much to be done. The literature page was the place 

for poems, both in English and Irish, rebel ballads, recitations, short plays, essays, and speeches. 

Most repeated poems were about Kevin Barry, Thomas Moore, George Fox, Thomas Davies, Liam 

Mellows, Wolfe Tone, and The Irish Rover, Tyrants of Ulster, Old Skibbereen poem, Let Erin 

Remember, amongst others. The ID printed a special song-sheet for Christmas, two-page of Irish 

songs as a Christmas gift from the ID. Songs were the most popular feature amongst male 

construction workers. Coughlan who sold the paper in pubs and on streets, recalled that workers 

always asked whether there were songs in the paper and many of them bought it because of the 

songs.1020 This indicates that songs and poems had social bonding and entertainment elements 

amongst the diaspora community, although it could be more symbolic, as songs and poems were 

second-hand and obtained by a scissors-and-paste quick method. However, not all readers were 

happy to see rebellious poems and bitter remarks on British imperialism scattered across the pages. 

A reader complained that they should not be printed: 

 

…like looking at items in the Irish Museum as it keeps festering sores open you will keep bigotry, 

prejudice, and hatred alive and active. England has always been the scapegoat for Irishmen’s 
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incompetence and laziness. If partition ended tomorrow, you would think of something else to belly 

about. My advice to you is stop stirring up ancient wrongs and old legends and face facts; what the 

British did in Ireland was a Christmas party compared with what the Germans did to the Jews. Stop 

perverting young Irishmen’s minds with ancient junk and old scrap that should have been buried and 

forgotten years ago; your paper is a fossil it has no relation whatsoever to the twentieth century. 

Nationalism is finished; our future is with Britain. We have had enough of civil wars, without your 

fanatics starting another.1021 

 

The paper acknowledged some dissidents but continued to publish republican poems and songs. 

 

Gaeltacht 

The coverage of the Irish language policy of Ireland and issues related to the Gaeltacht frequently 

appeared throughout the research period. The ID was aware that ‘reviving a language is not the 

task of a year or of a decade; a century may be too short.’1022 The paper interpreted Gaeltacht’s 

significance by constantly reminding readers of it with feature stories about Gaelic Ireland: ‘The 

Irishman who does not know Gaelic is still an Irishman, but he is an Irishman who has been robbed 

of a priceless possession by British Imperialism.’ 1023  As a supporter of the Irish language 

movement, the paper offered a place to discuss by printing both sides of the argument. However, 

from an economic point of view, some critics attacked and questioned its practicability. In August 

1943, Brendon Keogh criticised the fact that the propagation of the Gaelic language in the South, 

claiming that it would isolate Ireland into a Gaelic-speaking glasshouse, while in October 1943, 

Charles Duff, former lecturer in language teaching, Institute of Education, university of London, 

wrote that a language was an incalculable power. Articles about the future of Gaeltacht was often 

discussed in the paper. The IF/ID’s position was clear as it continuously encouraged the usage of 

language through its featured articles on the Gaeltacht, Irish language, and cultural revival. For 

example, in October 1944, there was an article about Gaelic language revival and its importance, 

which was an extract from the Editorial in Irish People, the official organ of the Irish Labour Party. 

The ID blamed Britain for the poverty in the Gaeltacht, which was a severe issue, and the decline 

in native speakers due to emigration as one of the biggest factors.  
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The ID condemned Fine Gael’s anti-language policy and the Fine Gael-sponsored attacks on the 

Irish language and culture which have seriously alarmed the Irish language movement. It argued 

that the attack on the Irish language was not just on a system of sounds, or an accumulation of 

culture but it was an attack on the separateness of the Irish nation. ‘Even those Irish people who 

know little Irish and have perhaps neither the ability nor the time to improve it, should want the 

language preserved, want the Irish nation preserved.’ The paper offered an interpretation of the 

reason why Britain wants Gaelic out of the way.  

 

First because the effort to revive and maintain Gaelic is a rejection of absorption into Britain. British 

policy is the absorption of Ireland, economically first, then politically. That absorption is meant to 

benefit big British manufacturers. If Ireland’s four million can be added to Lancashire factory can 

have a longer production run, and its owners make more money. The existence of independent Irish 

thought is a menace to the British imperial plan of getting long production runs thanks to monopolising 

the Irish market.1024  

 

Gerry Adams believes that:  

 

the Irish language is the reconquest of Ireland, and the reconquest of Ireland is the Irish language. A 

failure to grasp this, apart from a legitimate patriotic desire to restore our own language and maintain 

a separate Irish cultural identity, means that, as a dustbin of Anglo-American culture, we will be 

morally, psychologically, intellectually, and materially worse off.1025 

 

The paper had no power over the language policy in Ireland but hoped the Labour Party would 

‘take a firm and convincing stand’ as it has been given a big opportunity to increase its political 

support and ‘there are many in the language movement who hope Labour will be able to grasp 

it.’1026 

 

Gaelic League 

 
1024 ‘Rally to defence of language,’ Irish Democrat, October 1966, p5 
1025 Adams, The Politics of Irish Freedom, p148 
1026 ‘Rally to defence of language,’ Irish Democrat, October 1966, p5 
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The GL was one of the most vital and ubiquitous organisations to spread the language/cultural 

movement. The GL of London was founded in October 1896 and helped to reinforce national 

identity for Irish people living abroad. 1027  They had their own journals such as Féile na 

nGaedheal and Guth na nGaedheal but were written in English. Therefore, Foster has argued that 

the real point of proceedings was ‘to create a sense of national solidarity among Irish immigrants 

rather than to extend the knowledge and use of the Irish language among the Irish abroad.’1028 

Nevertheless, it had a significant impact on diaspora society. ‘If the emigrant experience could be 

said to have helped shape the cultural and educational progress of the GL, chief amongst its 

principal institutions was the London GL.’1029 Greaves also acknowledged that the London GL 

played an ‘enormous part in the building up of the national organisation.’ 1030  The ID grew 

increasingly convinced of the importance of Irish and Gaelic organisations as it reflected in the 

paper. 

 

During the height of Irish emigration in the 1950s, there was a Gaelic revival in London and other 

English cities amongst Irish residents and numerous GL branches sprang up throughout England 

as various ID articles indicate. IF/ID advertisements and letters to the Editor suggest that numerous 

places throughout English cities offered Irish lessons through the GL, and some people eagerly 

learned it simultaneously, although it is difficult to estimate the extent of proficiency. According 

to the paper, social functions were vital for all recruiting activities. The GL traditionally functioned 

as a recruiting medium for the Irish Republican Brotherhood. During the research period, the GL 

was also used as a recruiting ground for trade unionists and CC/CA members. The GL provided 

not only language classes but various cultural events and history classes which were constantly 

advertised in the IF/ID. In this process, the GL’s function was mostly a bonding agent as well as 

being symbolic. There was no conflict for newly arrived immigrants and those who were faithful 

to Catholic faith when they participated in GL activities, as the Catholic Church supported the GL 

for the purpose of de-anglicisation. James Joyce noted that many priests were supporting the GL, 

 
1027 Foster, R.F., 2014, Vivid Faces: The Revolutionary Generation in Ireland 1890-1923, Penguin Books, London, 
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seeing in Irish culture a bulwark against modernism.1031 

 

In addition to GL event notices, GL-related articles appeared regularly in the newspaper. Regular 

advertisements of language promotion were published and notices of Irish lessons which were 

typically offered through the GL and other nationalistic and cultural groups which included socials: 

dance, music and Irish film viewing. Belonging to a Gaelic group and learning the language may 

have contributed to the cultural nationalist movement in London but it was foremost a practical 

and social meeting point for Irish workers and residents. Hutchinson stresses that cultural 

nationalism has ‘a politics which is different from that of the political nationalist in its goals and 

modes of organisation.’1032 The ID believed cultural nationalism will be beneficial for creating a 

movement in Britain and constantly appealed to readers to be part of the GL and the GAA. 

 

The cultivation of national games, and of the language and culture of Ireland, helped to give people 

confidence in Irish nationality, and these organisations were performing a difficult but important task. 

At the same time, he (Greaves) hoped the Gaelic League and G.A.A would try to interest British sports 

and cultural organisations in Irish achievements, because by so doing they would help to arouse a 

respect for Irish nationality among the British people, and also help the friendship of the peoples. They 

could in this way perform and important missionary service. There were at present five Irish 

organisations in Britain; as well as the cultural bodies there were the Anti-Partition League, the Sinn 

Féin and the Connolly Association. It was known there were points of disagreement, but the Connolly 

Association did not denounce other Irish bodies but concentrated on propagating its own point of view. 

He still hoped for a basis of co-operation, and he hoped all would unite and ask for the help of 

progressive people in Britain – the working-class movement in particular.1033  

 

The paper identified Irish and Irish cultural activities as essential and attempted to instigate a 

labour movement amongst Irish workers. The importance of Gaelic revival was re-examined by 

Tim Enright in the newspaper as he advised:  

 

…A union of the Labour, Republican and Gaelic movements is needed as never before. They have 
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drifted apart, and each is the weaker for it. Combined once again, as in the glorious days of Easter 

1916, they would bring a new impetus to Irish politics, scatter the apathy and cynicism, and return to 

power a progressive government, pledged to abolish partition, end an economic system bankrupt in 

every direction, and save from extinction the Gaelic language and culture which are the birth-right of 

all the people of Ireland. As Thomas Davis said: ‘A nation should guard its language more than its 

territories – ‘tis a surer barrier, and more important frontier, than fortress or river.1034 

 

Greaves hoped cultural activities would take place in the trade union movement. He attended a 

meeting of Sceim na gCeardcumainn, a trade-union based Irish language group, in Dublin in July 

1964. After returning to Ireland, former CA members, in particular Coughlan actively cultivated 

initiatives. Greaves attributed the origins and objective of the movement in Ireland to ‘Tony 

Coughlan, Packy Early and others for introducing the Gaelic language and ‘Irish Irelandism’ into 

the trade union movement, and a very queer outfit it seemed.’1035 Early was a IWL member and 

former CA member. Simultaneously, Coughlan wrote regular articles in the ID by asserting the 

language gives a sense of direction:  

 

traditionally the struggle to revive the language has been part of the general national fight against 

imperialism. Although Ireland is independent now, without the language, people are confused in 

political purpose and unsure of the direction of the nation, are sceptical and disquieted when asked to 

work for the revival of Irish. Why should we stand for the restoration of the Irish language? Principally, 

because Irish is an important bulwark of our nationality, a mark of our distinctness as a nation and a 

valuable help to us in preserving our national independence. Also, because it is so intimately bound 

up with our historical and cultural traditions and is of value from a linguistic and literary viewpoint in 

its own right.1036  

 

The ID continuously published similar articles which indicate that it was committed to bringing 

cultural activities to the next level.  

 

 
1034 ‘The Gaelic Revival Re-Examined, Irish Democrat, June 1958, p5  
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Although the GL traditionally banned on politics, its activities were intricately political. When 

Hungarian émigrés marched through Birmingham in 1956, the ID was upbeat as it reported that 

local GL group was associated with the procession: ‘the Gaelic League is now free to take an active 

part in political struggles for the ending of partition.’ 1037  Although this was not an official 

confirmation of lifting the ban, it suggests that it is impossible to separate cultural activities from 

nationalistic activities within the context of Irish history. 

 

The paper promoted the GL and supported all Irish cultural groups by promoting their initiatives 

in the paper, nevertheless, there was a drawback due to the CA’s reputation. Sean O’Orian, a CA 

member and Gaelic teacher pleaded in the ID.  

 

The fact that the overwhelming number of Irish in London have no knowledge that these classes are 

held is one reason for the miserable attendance and the possibility of discontinuation…I think it should 

be the duty of CA members themselves to attend these classes and by learning their language become 

the complete, as they are the finest type, Irishman. In two years’ attendance at classes I have not met 

a single member of our Association. The ID was unknown to most of my fellow students, and treated 

with suspicion and distrust by those who knew of it. I am happy to report that 20 per cent of the class 

plus the teacher are now regular monthly readers.1038   

 

CA branches initiated to recruit language learners in numerous occasions as it was repeatedly 

advertised in the paper.1039 

 

Gaelic revival was not only in England, but also occurred in the North. In the 1960s, in parallel 

with the civil rights movement, there was a considerable revival in the North. Gerry Adams states 

that this was ‘the first time it has ever happened within a working-class community.’1040 It was 

during the time when songs, flags, rituals, monuments, names, languages were banned. The 

cultural struggle was part of the politics of legitimation and culture was considered one of the 

arenas of conflict in Northern Ireland and cultural inequality one of its important sources.1041 The 
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Gaelic revival movement was observed in both republicans and general community. Those who 

were detained in particular were actively involved with the language movement. According to 

Adams ‘they are denied the right to receive publications or letters in Irish or to speak Irish during 

visits; they are forbidden even to wear the Fáinne.1042’1043 Adams recalls that the civil rights 

struggle in the late 1960s provided ‘a broad enough appeal to bring out a substantial proportion of 

the anti-imperialist population’ and ‘the activists of the Irish language movement had until then 

ploughed a lonely furrow but the repression directed against the civil rights struggle, followed by 

internment, re-awakened a consciousness about our language and culture.’1044 Similar to other 

subjects, Irish culture is multi-dimensional, within the context of Northern Ireland, which has 

layers of connotations. Joseph Ruane sums up that ‘culture, essentially identity, values, norms, 

ethos, world view, sense of place in history and in the world, extends another arena for conflict in 

the North.’1045  

 

The IF/ID resonated with Pádraig Pearse’s quote Tír gan teanga, tír gan anam, (A country without 

a language is a country without a soul) and Martin O’Brennan’s ‘the decline of a nation’s language 

resulted in the decline of the nation itself.’1046 The ID had some Irish language articles although 

they did not appear on a regular basis and the length of articles were not consistent. Those articles 

are normally around 200 words and headlines were also simple and short. This is probably 

connected to the availability of writers. M. D’Andun contributed at the end of the 1940s and early 

1950s and T. Maclurachta started writing in his column Inniu Agus Inne in 1956 and lasted for a 

couple of months. Another equally short articles and short headlines sporadically appeared but 

without bylines: Pairti Nua1047 and Roinn na Gael Tachta,1048 and Na fir Ghorma.1049 Eventually, 

Irish articles completely disappeared in the 1960s probably due to availability of writers.  

 

Reviews 

 
1042 An Fáinne is a pin badge worn by the people to show fluency in Irish. 
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As was the case with Communist and radical newspapers, the book review page was the most 

stable cultural feature of the IF/ID throughout the research period, in order to promote education.  

The first book review article appeared in February 1939. It was the Last Quarrel by Hugh Delargy, 

published by the Irish APL.1050 Gradually, the newspaper established a whole book review page 

in page seven, although not always consistently. They received books from various bookshops and 

most reviewed subjects included Irish history, Irish literature, republicanism, imperialism, fascism, 

nationalism, socialism, communism, Marxism, poetry, cultural revival, amongst other topics. The 

IF/ID was written from an internationalist perspective and this rhetoric was used in the culture 

section upon reviewing books and it framed such views. In November 1946, when reviewing T.A. 

Jackson’s Ireland Her Own - one of the most popular books amongst left-wing and communist 

readers in those days - Charles Duff wrote ‘A Nazi journalist told me in 1936 or thereabouts that 

his Fuhrer was a student of the highly important part of history known as the rise of British 

Imperialism and that the great Hitler had a shelf of specially-made translations relating to Irish 

history – because he regarded this as the key to the rest.’1051 The newspaper also mentioned Irish 

republican themed films, such as Odd Man Out, I See a Dark Stranger and Shake Hands with the 

Devil.1052 Photos of Kathleen Ryan, Deborah Kerr with Liam Redmond and other Irish actresses 

appeared in the front page. The paper framed the Irish immigrants’ positive contribution to the 

film industry in the US by using James Cagney’s quote: ‘Irish people typically started life the hard 

way in the US, but Irish actors are found everywhere, in most of the large and famous Irish colony 

in Hollywood.’1053 

 

Sports and nationalism 

Sports coverage in the media is a relatively new phenomenon. Until the early nineteenth century, 

sport was very marginal to the news agenda. 1054  The Edwardian era saw pressure on daily 

newspapers to increase their sporting coverage and regular fixture lists within many spectator 

sports provided a steady flow of stories.1055 In parallel to cultural coverage, sports were also a 

regular and typical feature of the Irish diaspora press as it was highly political within the Irish 
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historical context, deeply related to the struggle for independence. Raymond Boyle outlines its 

focus on symbols, winning, competition, partisan fans and in team games the necessity of 

collective struggle, and ‘few other cultural forms lend themselves as easily as sport to being used 

as an indicator of certain national characteristics and, by extension, of being representative of a 

national identity.’1056 It serves multiple purposes: it is a ‘symbolic extension of various collective 

identities’1057; it offers newspapers a constant source of news and gossip1058; it acts as ‘the interface 

between sporting, political and ideological discourses of identity and meaning’1059; an arena of 

cultural struggle, in which oppressed groups use it as a form of symbolic resistance.1060 

 

Early IF issues had no sports coverage but along with the growing circulation, sports articles 

gradually started appearing on a regular basis normally on page 7 or 8, which is the last page, in 

the 1940s and 1950s, although not always consistently and some issues had no sports coverage, 

which was related to sports writers’ availability. Sport is a great unifier. The first sports article 

appeared in March 1943.1061 From this issue and through the 1950s, a typical issue contained sports 

coverage and some issues dedicated a whole page to sports news.1062 It was the period when the 

newspaper circulation was relatively high, and it had a light-hearted tabloid journalism appearance 

which was accompanied with political satire cartoons and puzzles. In January 1951, two anti-

partitionists Finbarr O’Sullivan and Eamon O’Connell joined to cover GAA and sports news. 

According to the newspaper, its major sports coverage was GAA results and fixtures and boxing. 

Other short newsflash or news round up appeared sporadically on a small scale which included 

greyhounds and horse racing, rugby, tennis, table tennis, athletics, sailing, pools, cycling and motor 

cycling.1063 However, the newspaper gradually started carrying less sports coverage and eventually, 

it completely disappeared in the 1960s along with cartoons and puzzles, as the paper became more 

serious looking in terms of contents. According to Coughlan, the change of outlook did not come 

from the editorial decision but simply due to the availability of expert writers.1064 Personally, 
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Greaves was not interested in sports at all, but ‘he would have been happy if there was the coverage 

of sports in the newspaper.’1065  

 

GAA 

In Ireland, there are infinite complexities in the relationship between sport and politics, and sport 

and national identity.1066 Throughout four decades between the 1880s and the 1910s, ‘a diverse 

movement called the Gaelic Renaissance occurred and the revival of the Gaelic games was a 

hallmark of this movement and a strong pronouncement of Irish nationalism.’1067 Patrick McDevitt 

highlights that ‘the spiritual aspects of Gaelic games were considered partial compensation for 

lack of Irish independence in the present, while the physical benefits were viewed as guarantors of 

the independence in the future.’1068 Founded in 1884, the GAA promoted Gaelic football and 

hurling ‘as antidotes to the imputed unmanliness of the Irish male.’1069 Because the GAA was a 

political organisation and mass movement, it had a couple of newspapers to spread the message to 

a wider audience. The Celtic Times was established in 1887, the Gael in 1887, the Champion in 

1903-4 and the Gaelic Athlete from 1912 to 1916, although these titles were all ephemeral. Many 

GAA players identified themselves as soldiers. In 1916, approximately 350 of the estimated 1,500 

rebels who rose during Easter Week were GAA members.1070 After partition, the GAA still had an 

important role to play as it helped ‘healing Civil War divisions’1071 as a cathartic agent in this 

process, while the GAA in Ulster also evolved as ‘an influential social organisation within the 

Catholic community but avoided the prominent political role of its southern counterpart.’1072 The 

London GAA was very active and arranged league matches on a regular basis. In London alone, 

there were 56 affiliated clubs at one point.1073 Gaelic or cultural activities always encouraged 

newly arrived young workers from Ireland to join the movement and ignite enthusiasm. One of the 
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most high-profile migrant workers was Michael Collins. Before becoming a revolutionary leader, 

he worked for the Royal Mail in West London, joined the London GAA and became involved with 

the republican movement. After Collins, scores of youngsters followed in his footsteps and became 

republicans through Gaelic sports in London, as newspaper articles demonstrate. This proves that 

exile is indeed ‘the nursery of nationalism’, in the words of Lord Acton.1074 A statistical study 

suggests, according to Foster, ‘a correlation between foreign residence and extremism as between 

forty and fifty per cent of the future revolutionary leaders had lived in Britain or were of returned 

emigrant stock namely Connolly and Larkin.’1075  

 

Many scholars acknowledge the GAA’s efficient organisational skills and highly structured 

functions. Compared to the IRB, the GL, and other nationalist movements, Alan Bairner stresses 

that the GAA’s ‘symbolic power and the organisational skill were significant,’1076 while Conor 

Cruise O’Brien stated that it was ‘one of the most successful and original mass movements.’1077 

W. F. Mandle outlines the GAA is more than the nationalist tradition but ‘the tradition of Irish 

nationalism with multiple forms, such as of Catholicism, the secret societies, the language 

movement, ascribed peasant virtue, and increasing political and social resentment of the 

English.1078 As the IF/ID coverage proves that the GAA was not just a sporting group but it had 

overlapping functions as it was part of language and trade union movements. The fact that many 

GAA members were trade unionists means that the GAA was one of indispensable elements of the 

trade union movement and functioned as an organ to support the workers’ cause both in Ireland 

and England. The GAA had been organising games in Ireland in support of the strikers1079 and 

many GAA members in England were also actively supporting them. Sean O’Casey who ‘threw 

himself into the workers’ struggle with typically whole-hearted enthusiasm’ wrote the GAA has 

‘nobly taken its stand with the workers’.1080 As a highly organised organisation, the GAA had 

attempted to highlight its purpose as the epitome of solidarity. Along with the GL, the GAA in the 

early twentieth century was viewed as ‘the transformative power’ which attempted ‘to define a 
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particular Irish identity.’1081 Therefore it was paramount for the IF/ID to cover GAA fixtures and 

results, Gaelic games in Mitcham Stadium and other fields. According to the paper, many GAA 

members were also trade unionists and CA members. GAA matches functioned as the perfect 

recruiting ground for various organisations and selling newspapers. The ID frequently placed GAA 

advertisements for recruiting players. In 1946, Gaelic football and hurling players were sought in 

London: St. Paul’s, St. Patrick’s, Cu-Chullains, St. Mary’s, Brian Borus, Bros. Pearse, Wolfe 

Tones, Fintan Lalors, Young Ireland’s, St. Vincent’s, Éire Oge, Austin Stacks, Round Towers, 

Shamrocks, and Tara.1082  

 

Boxing 

One of the oldest sports which was developed from fist-fighting, boxing would not have developed 

without Irish fighters. Prize fighting was extremely popular in England during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. It is considered as an ultimate working-class sport: lower class people 

fighting, while upper and ruling class people that included royal patronage were watching them 

fight from a distance. McDevitt explains that boxing differed from other sports for three reasons. 

Participation in boxing was strictly circumscribed by class and gender; social elites participated in 

boxing mostly as spectators and gamblers backing and betting on working class boxers; it was 

ritualised and symbolic in its violence and the appearance of primal aggression and violence lent 

the sport an air of atavism and authenticity lacking in apparently more artificial or contrive 

sports.1083  

 

Throughout the history of boxing, there were always Irish working-class combatants. For example, 

Andrew Gamble and Jack Langan were popular ring legends in the early nineteenth century and 

they were sponsored to fight throughout English cities. In the mid twentieth century, there were 

quite a few popular Irish boxers in England, such as Jack Doyle. According to Con Houlihan, 

people hungered for heroes during an era of economic depression, ‘in this country we had our own 

heroes on the playing fields, but we needed an icon of international status.’1084 Although boxing is 

very different from the GAA in terms of background and objective, since 1921, these two sports 
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have served a similar purpose within the context of Irish nationalist movement in England. In many 

countries, such as Mexico, boxing was also used as a nationalist tool as it ultimately depicted a 

fighting spirit of man. In order to box, the presence of a crowd was essential and being watched 

struggling represented ‘the struggle of imperial or national masculinity.’1085 Moreover, boxing 

witnessed its greatest appeal amongst oppressed minorities as it promised them ‘a rapid escape 

from poverty and discrimination.’1086 Irish boxers had been well-established not only in England 

but in other countries with a British connection, such as the US. 

 

When the IF began, boxing was extremely popular amongst Irish workers in England. There was 

a high-profile match between Corkman Paddy Roche and Lefty ‘Satan’ Flynn which attracted a 

crowd of 7,000 to the National Sporting Club at Earl’s Court on 9 January 1939. In Dublin, the 

National Stadium opened in March 1939. 1087 It was also popular in the North, played by both 

Catholic and Protestant people. The RUC’s boxing club was founded in 1928 and until the 1960s, 

it was a leading force in Ulster and Irish boxing.1088 Although it was not completely trouble-free, 

unlike GAA sports, boxing was considered non-sectarian and as a popular sport for local people 

from all walks of life.  

 

GAA and Boxing articles were the main sports coverage of the paper, and the length of each article 

was almost the same, but boxing articles were frequently more eye catching than those on GAA 

sports and placed at the top slot.1089 It is probably due to the availability of boxing writers, but the 

newspaper emphasised more on boxing articles. The majority of the readers were male workers, 

hence the paper clearly considered its masculine domain when producing the page as its generous 

coverage on boxing was viewed as a fighting spirit, metaphors for life, physical strength or even a 

weapon. Some issues were accompanied with cartoons and illustrations. A drawing of a boxer 

hitting a punching bag repeatedly appeared, next to trade union articles or ‘release prisoners’ 

headlines which made a perfect statement without explanation in words. Boxing coverage was not 

only about professional matches, but amateurs also. Quite a few construction workers were 
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seriously training in their free time. In March 1946, boxers from the Victoria and Albert Hostel, 

London put on a grand tournament at the Ivanhoe Hostel, WC1.1090 According to the article, a 

packed house gave a warm welcome to all the contests. In the early 1940s, James Doyle was the 

main sports correspondent with a column Boxing Notes, and he also occasionally covered GAA 

stories. Gaelic sports were covered by Gael Og and Peadar Macken in the 1940s. Patrick 

MacDonnell wrote sports in his column Sports Review and ‘Claughan’ also wrote GAA-related 

articles in the 1950s. In 1957, McDonnell was still writing a column Sports Parade and a short 

round up of short sports news. 

 

Athletes, unite! 

Apart from the GAA and boxing, the ID covered general sporting events in both sides of Ireland 

and appealed to all athletes to unite. Partition had consequences in the field of sports as it created 

a complicated structure for athletes in Ireland. The province of Ulster remains unified in all-Ireland 

sports such as rugby union, GAA, music and dance, while Northern Ireland is not legally a 

province of either Ireland or Great Britain but it is in Union with Great Britain but it is not part of 

Great Britain, which refers to England (incorporating Wales) and Scotland.1091 The ID covered 

All-Ireland Association sporting-related articles on a regular basis. The paper called for the 

unification of the National Athletic and Cycling Association and the Amateur Athletic Union as 

these divided organs were prevented from competing in international competitions. In January 

1947, the paper appealed for unity: ‘This disunity has been the greatest drawback to the 

development of Irish Athletics and it should be recognised by all sports lovers that, if Ireland is to 

take her place in international competition with any degree of success, then she must have one 

united Athletic Association.’1092 Simultaneously, the paper attacked ‘an all-white, fully segregated’ 

South African rugby team and called for a ban on apartheid in South African sport and advocated 

solidarity with black South Africans. The article emphasised that ‘Ireland was the first country in 

the world to protest against the execution of three African trade unionists in November 1964.’1093 

The ID always linked to their goal from an internationalist perspective. 
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Conclusion  

Many scholars argue that cultural nationalism was indispensable in the growth of Irish nationalism, 

but the usage of the Irish language in the nationalist and republican movements had always been 

contentious amongst leaders and participants. According to Legg’s study on provincial papers in 

Ireland, the newspapers in the 1860s that urged the creation of an independent Ireland depended 

on the English language, therefore, the Irish language may have played a little role.1094 By 1914, 

Patrick Pearse also had concluded that ‘the GL had become a spent force and wanted an Ireland 

not Gaelic but free,’1095 although it functioned as a vital recruiting ground and meeting points of 

republicans and nationalists. For the same reason, it is probably accurate that Irish and cultural 

coverage in the IF/ID as a whole may not have played a pivotal role in building a labour movement  

or/and a cultural nationalist movement in Britain.  

 

Nevertheless, the newspaper’s cultural articles, in particular, sports coverage was indispensable 

because it had a capacity to influence others through cultural activities as a form of soft power. 

Firstly, it was a tradition for Irish nationalist newspapers to have cultural nationalism coverage. 

Secondly, the articles functioned to recruit members and participants of GAA, GL, trade unions, 

CC/CA and other social events that would lead them to the labour movement or, for some, the 

republican movement. Thirdly, it was an important tool for solidarity and bonding purposes. 

Cultural and sports coverage was a vital element for Irish nationalist newspapers, whether it was 

influential or not. It was a non-violent way to unite people, not only amongst Irish immigrants but 

also British and other trade unionists. The paper called for people to respect each other through 

different cultures and as well as their own culture. Although things had significantly improved 

since the Victorian period, the Irish-related coverage in the mid-twentieth century was still 

excluded from the mainstream British media. Therefore, the paper functioned as its own 

community and organiser of its own cultural activities. Lastly, it was symbolic to express collective 

identity in Britain. Many studies and articles suggest that Irish workers in England became more 

nationalistic and motivated through joining Gaelic groups, events, and sporting gatherings as they 

became more aware of their Irishness. Having their own culture, sports, language or becoming a 

part of Gaelic activities, was essential to retain an Irish identity, because ‘if you lose the language 

 
1094 Legg, Newspapers and Nationalism, p234 
1095 Kiberd, Inventing Ireland, p193 
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or culture, you become an English man.’ Cultural articles helped immigrants to reconfirm their 

identity and the paper advocated their unique culture to distinguish it from their British counterpart. 

The GAA and the GL both emphasised the need to de-Anglicise Ireland. The GAA functioned to 

operate against British cultural dominance, while the GL was a tool to promote a national language 

for all people regardless of their denomination. Both played a crucial part to draw youngsters and 

Irish residents into a certain movement as it gave ‘a sense of direction.’1096  

 

The most visible aspect that was emerging within the Irish diaspora community during the mid-

twentieth century was a strong sense of nationalism. Although nationalism had been consistently 

close to their hearts, they were more resourceful, educated, and organised individuals compared to 

the previous generations. Considering a large number of Irish residents, it was a natural course that 

London became the key location for the Irish nationalist movement. Around the year 1939 when 

the paper was first launched, several turning point events occurred: an IRA bombing campaign in 

Britain; a raid on Magazine Fort in Phoenix Park; Éire’s declaration of neutrality implemented 

after the outbreak of war; and the death of Yeats. In England, the principal movement to end 

partition before the Second World War was organised by the CC and the Irish Self Determination 

League of Great Britain. Nationalism experienced in foreign countries typically became a linchpin 

of Irish identity. The Irish were ‘born in part from a sense of inferiority that was amplified by the 

isolation and hostility of the immigration experience.’1097 And they did so while maintaining their 

own psychological identification with Ireland, which was not threatened by interest and pride in 

the ancient origins of Irish settlement and culture.1098 In the case of the US, the Irish World would 

use the Famine experience as a clarion call to mobilise Irish-American support for the struggle for 

Ireland’s independence,1099 and it also linked the Irish cause with slave emancipation.1100 Their 

cultural identity was exercised and formed in Diaspora newspapers. As cultural nationalism 

empowered the Irish, the ID articulated the vulnerabilities of Irish residents in England and helped 

transforming their social identity. 

 

 
1096 Interview with Anthony Coughlan, December 2020 
1097 Mulcrone, The Famine Irish and the Irish-American Press: Strangers in a Hostile Land, p51 
1098 Foster, Paddy and Mr Punch, p26 
1099 Mulcrone, The Famine Irish and the Irish-American Press: Strangers in a Hostile Land, p56 
1100 Walsh, The News from Ireland, p18 
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By offering a collective identity, the newspaper framed cultural coverage to draw Irish residents 

into the labour movement. The point was not being able to use Irish fluently or play as a member 

of the GAA, but being part of it and being aware that they had a unique culture on their own in the 

hostile country. In this process, cultural pages highlighted that they were still fighting against the 

British. As a protest paper, its mission was to secure a place for Irish workers in the labour 

movement and in this process, the paper viewed national interests and Gaelic culture as an essential 

component within the movement.  

 

Nevertheless, culture articles were merely symbolic and not their top priority coverage as they 

appeared on an ad hoc basis, and it probably did not directly influence the labour movement. With 

limited success, the paper attempted to connect with readers by disseminating it particularly when 

the circulation was high. In this process, the Irish language, culture, sports coverage functioned as 

a form of soft power to make them aware that they were a part of a bigger picture. Coincidentally, 

it helped them reaching the imagined destination and continuously reminded readers of their raison 

d’être.  
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Conclusion 

 

The struggle of Irish workers as well as newsmakers’ endeavour was mirrored in the pages of the 

IF/ID. Greaves reiterated that what they were dealing with was urgent: 

 

The Irish national movement goes in phases: politics, physical force; politics; physical force – like the 

waves on a seashore. And so, it will be until the question is solved. That is why we tell these British 

Members of Parliament that now is their chances to settle it peacefully. For next year it may be too 

late.1101  

 

In charting the paper and its organisation, this thesis has attempted to locate the impact they made 

within the British labour movement. As a mouthpiece of working-class struggle, the paper 

presented some insightful criticisms of the British government. Similar to what the forerunners 

had gone through, the newspaper laid the groundwork within their time frame by handling 

extensive assignments. What is unique about this paper is that it was characterised by working-

class power, reflecting the mid-twentieth century social patterns. Compared to the previous Irish 

diaspora groups, the CC/CA was more strategic and internationalist, focusing on working with the 

British authorities and law makers directly. Democracy rather than freedom, and civil rights for all 

was their urgent priority. They identified the issues and appealed to what needed to be done in the 

pages of their newspaper – exposing the schemes to discredit Ulster Unionism. From its inception, 

the newspaper was meant to function as a campaigning tool to lead the labour movement.  

 

It is worth stressing that Irish history in London is essentially a class struggle - a working class 

struggle. Irish affairs are indistinguishably linked to the British system and its symbiotic relation 

has made it difficult to break the union. An added complication is the internal division and conflict. 

The social class is another factor. Unlike the far away British colonies, the business of 

decolonisation of Northern Ireland was tenaciously complicated after 800 years of intertwined 

history. Although their success may be limited, considering the underlying causes of the endless 

plight, the paper and its organisation operated to the fullest extent within the existing framework 

of the period. It ambitiously planned to be a catalyst to unite Ireland and their work culminated in 

 
1101 Coughlan, Insight, ideas, politics: The table talk of C. Desmond Greaves 1960-1988, p22 
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Prime Minister Wilson’s attempt as he hoped to be remembered as the politician who solved the 

Irish question. What this marginalised resourceless diaspora paper and organisation were dealing 

with was gigantic establishments, Westminster, constitutional changes, abolition or modification 

of existing laws and system, the Stormont, die-hard Unionists and century-old deep-rooted 

discrimination. They were in effect tackling the problems of one of the most ancient conflicts. 

Their steps might be insignificant from a distance, however, the way they paved the way by leading 

political and public opinion, and setting the agenda should not be underestimated. No Irish organs 

in Britain had dealt with such enormous tasks in a systematic and strategic way in the past. For the 

first time, the Irish question was going somewhere via Westminster. They brought the Irish 

question back on the table and called for economic, security and social reforms and laid the 

foundation for the future politics in Britain. As this study has demonstrated, when the Northern 

Ireland state started crumbling in the 1970s, the CC/CA’s footsteps were everywhere. 

 

Moreover, their endeavour helped leading the working-class movement, shaping a labour history 

of immigrants in Britain, and influencing the actions of communists, trade unionists, republicans 

and general public by conceptualising the Irish question and struggle. When looking at the whole 

picture, some might argue that this unassuming immigrant paper’s contribution to the labour 

movement could be minuscule. There may be some truth to this sentiment, but it is not simple to 

measure its success with any degree of precision, as it takes time for seeing the results, such as the 

amendment of laws. It also depends on the levels of achievement determined by one’s perspective 

and angle.  

 

There is no doubt that they played a vital role in empowering workers by clarifying ideologies and 

policies, strategically working as a unified voice and planting seeds of the civil rights movement. 

As this thesis has demonstrated, every Irish civil rights-related event that occurred during the 

research period involved engagement by the CC/CA, whether indirect or direct. Their campaigns, 

meetings, demonstrations, educational events that were advertised and covered in the paper helped 

contributing to changing the perception of working-class people. The paper created a framework, 

educated Irish and British citizens, produced informative content by framing certain articles and 

performed an authentic job conveying news of the month.  
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The organisation functioned autonomously, becoming ‘the largest and most active Irish organ for 

the interests of Irish working-class immigrants in Britain’1102 and ‘a formidable pressure group’ 

under Greaves’ guidance.1103 Considering that all the previous Irish newspapers in England were 

ephemeral, its longevity was also one of the major accomplishments. In the words of Coughlan, 

the IF/ID ‘could claim to be the longest established Irish working-class paper.’1104 It is certainly 

due to Greave’s strategy, workable policy, commitment, passion, and influence. He ‘deviated from 

the orthodox line in his approach to Irish politics.’1105 The paper and its organisation were a much 

more successful enterprise than any of its forerunners. 

 

While almost all editors and writers of the newspaper and leaders of the organisation returned to 

Ireland after their sojourn in London, for Greaves, England was home. Furthermore, Irish diaspora 

organisations in England had never in the past attempted to deal with the British government 

directly. As a Birkenhead-born and bred English man, Greaves readily navigated British politicians 

because he understood their mindset and the system. This prompts the sentiment of revolutionary 

Countess Markievicz as she would have been suitable to be part of the treaty negotiating team: ‘I 

know the English personally better perhaps than the people who went over on the delegation.’ 

Mastermind Greaves’s ideas influenced larger organs ‘particularly the NCCL, the MCF and the 

CDU’1106 as well as the Communist Parties, Trade Unions, Labour Parties, and republicans, as this 

thesis has demonstrated. Despite the fact that the paper proved incapable of critically evaluating 

certain topics as they put too much focus on achieving goals, their activist journalism offered 

genuinely insightful contributions to the coverage, such as open letters to prime ministers and 

politicians, meetings with them, exposing abuses, state crime, the status quo in Northern Ireland, 

large scale civil rights gatherings at Trafalgar Square, amongst others. Aspiring to alter the 

established political order in Britain, this modest yet bold campaigning paper certainly helps to 

understand the broader historical context and to assess the current situation within the fields of 

Irish, journalism, diaspora and labour studies. 

 

 
1102 Jackson, The Irish in Britain, p126 
1103 Smylie, The CPGB, the Connolly Association and Irish communism, p652 
1104 Coughlan, Desmond Greaves, 1913-1988: An Obituary Essay 
1105 Prince, The Global Revolt of 1969 and Northern Ireland, p858 
1106 O’Leary, A Treatise on Northern Ireland, p170 
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Appendix 

 

Front page analysis 

This section describes the front-page content of the IF/ID from a broad quantitative dimension.  In 

order to understand the newspaper’s purpose, there are various factors why the front page needs 

to be looked at. Ultimately, front page articles are the face of the newspaper. A newspaper’s front 

page is the most important location to find ‘society’s most critical events,’ 1107  and the way 

newspapers present information on their front pages serves ‘a particularly important function in 

informing the public.’1108 Because the front page explains the newspaper’s values and themes, 

potential buyers can instantly recognise its distinguished characteristics. As the main role of the 

front page is that it needs to grab attention of readers, editor needs to select articles strategically. 

The highest priority stories should be ‘featured prominently to entice impulsive buyers.’1109 When 

selling the IF/ID, there was usually a friendly conversation between sellers and buyers in pubs and 

on streets, then potential readers decided whether it was worth buying it or not. Coughlan 

acknowledged the importance of the front page as potential buyers skimmed through the front 

page.1110  

 

Methods 

Front page articles from January 1939 to December 1969, or a total of 367 front pages were 

examined. The newspaper typically consisted of eight pages most of the time during the research 

period, although a few issues printed 12 pages. The newspaper publication was consistent during 

the research period, except the October 1940 and the July 1941 issues were missing and the 

October/November 1941 and the November/December 1947 issues were combined. Additional 

Easter special issues were not counted but if it was printed in lieu of the April issue, it was counted. 

As newspapers are not digitised to conduct key word search, all articles were looked at manually. 

  

 
1107 Kim, Yung and Chung, Deborah, ‘Anatomy of Front Pages: Comparison Between The New York Times and 

Other U.S. Major Metropolitan Newspapers’, International Journal of Communication, 11 (2017), p949 
1108 Ibid., p950 
1109 Ibid., p949 
1110 Interview with Anthony Coughlan, December 2020 
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In order to understand how the newspaper selected topics, front page articles have been itemised 

into different subjects so that results can be generalised. Data have been collected and put into 

relevant subjects which are divided into eight categories.  

 

1 = NI: status quo in NI, SPA, RUC, Stormont politics/legislation, poverty, unemployment, and 

prisoners. 

 

2 = The Irish in Britain: status quo in Britain, workers and industry-related issues, conditions, 

travel regulations, discrimination, arrests, Army-related, conscription, war/army strategies and 

general stories on workers/trade unionists. 

 

3 = Activities: CC/CA-related activism, new members, fighting fund-related, rallies, 

demonstrations, release prisoners, LP/CP/TUs support for unification, civil rights movement, 

Frank Ryan, CC/CA trade unionists’ activities and collaboration with other allies and groups. 

 

4 = Ireland: general 26-county affairs, Irish politics Dail-related, decisions, economy, Irish 

politicians’ comments, FF, FG, neutrality and ITUC-related. 

 

5 = Foreign: All things occurred abroad. 

 

6 = Education: History of republicanism, imperialism, fascism, trade unionism, how to-stories, 

general history, analysis/opinions, and memorials. 

 

7 = Culture: Literature, sports, songs, and GL. 

 

8 = Miscellaneous: general/social affairs that do not belong to the above categories, petty crime, 

obituary, non-republican arrests, fun stories, and non-political Catholicism. 

 

For example, a story about CA members campaigning for the release of prisoners in Manchester 

is categorised in 3. Trade unionists campaigning for the SPA abolishment in Birmingham is under 

2, but if it is held in Belfast, it is under 1. Frank Ryan-related articles are all put under 3 as the 
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CC/CA had a Frank Ryan release campaign. Border industry/economy-related articles are 4. The 

status quo of prisoners in the North is put under 1, but prisoners-related articles but the story angle 

is about CA members activism, involvement, Mallon and Talbot campaign, Hostettler, release 

prisoners, are under 3. Similarly, the CA’s affiliates the MCF and the NCCL, and other similar 

organisations, civil rights-related activism are all under 3. Gaelic games ban in England is under 

2. 

 

When an article contains a couple of themes and subjects, it is categorised on the basis of the earlier 

paragraph or dominant subject. The photographs are included within the theme when they are 

relevant. There were some opinion pieces but there were sometimes no clear distinctions amongst 

fact-based articles and opinion, analysis or editorial as the articles were often subjective, and more 

storyline-emphasised and opinion-based news statements. Therefore, those articles are all 

combined within the thematic category.  

 

It is assumed that the articles were categorised from a writer’s point of view, or a specific angle. 

For example, if the newspaper had eight reporters, these categories could indicate their beats: NI 

correspondent, diaspora/industry/England correspondent, CC/CA correspondent, Ireland/home 

affairs correspondent, foreign correspondent, education correspondent, culture/sports 

correspondent, and general affairs correspondent.  
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An overview of sample and trends 

The articles that were higher on the news agenda in the early years were education and propaganda-

style articles. It was during the time when the direction of the newspaper was not clearly set as ad 

hoc editorial staff were making the paper. Thus, the newspaper focused on informing the public 

about Ireland and its history. The newspaper gradually evolved, and its direction was firmly 

established by the end of the 1940s, probably because of Pat Dooley’s professionalism and Greaves’ 

strategy and commitment to the newspaper production.  

 

The two most consistent categories across the sample period were activities and Northern Ireland-

related articles, which is aligned with the organisation’s belief and goals. It is straightforward to 

see the reasons to put those articles on frontpages. There was a gentle but significant overall 

increase in the frequency of CA activities and Northern Ireland-related articles in the later years, 

as the paper increased its coverage during the time the civil rights movement gained momentum. 

Ireland-related issues became increasingly prominent in the news coverage in the late 1940s and 

the 1950s. In order to put more emphasis on them, those were frequently accompanied with Irish 

politicians’ photographs, as the labour movement was tied to Irish government’s involvement and 

support. Home news was also important to be located on the front page, as it needed to instantly 

grab attention of the Irish diaspora population. The Irish in Britain and home news-related articles 

also constantly and steadily appeared throughout the research period. During the mid-years of the 

chart, the peak period of the newspaper, there was balanced coverage of all subjects. Apart from 

Ireland-related articles, trade unions-related, obituaries, events notices, photos, and cartoons also 

became a prominent feature of the front page.  

 

Gradually, education-related articles and stories disappeared from the main feature of the front 

page, as those articles turned into lengthy features which were saved for spread pages in the middle. 

Moreover, the Irish in Britain was often covered extensively in the middle pages. Those articles 

were saved for serious reading and advocacy purposes rather than eye catching easy reading.  

 

Regarding the chart of the number of articles, the IF initially started with three columns in January 

1939. In March 1941, it became four columns and in November 1955, it became five columns. 

This meant that the front page was able to contain more articles. The average number of articles 
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per year during the research period is 67. The number of articles increased momentarily when it 

became five columns. But the numbers were generally consistent from 1945 to 1969. 

 

During the early years of the 1940s, informing and offering education were the main front-page 

coverage, while in the late 1950s and the 1960s, the front page gradually evolved into encouraging 

the public to take action to create and stir the movement. Taking action meant that readers should 

get involved with trade unions and political activities, as well as being part of the movement or 

Irish diaspora activities such as GAA, GL, CC/CA socials, rallies, demonstrations, campaigns, 

walks, signing petitions, branch and Hyde Park meetings, lectures, amongst other things.  

 

Discussion 

The newspaper’s front page highlights various points as a marginalised voice in Britain. In addition 

to being a campaigning diaspora newspaper, it also had an element of community centred, 

watchdog, street, or citizen journalism. In Wenzel’s words, watchdog journalism ‘focuses 

exclusively on problems’1111 and community-centred journalism ‘builds trust across boundaries of 

politics, race, and class and prioritise solutions while engaging the full range of local 

stakeholders.’1112 The IF/ID perfectly fits in this definition, essentially multi-tasking with various 

responsibilities and tasks. 

 

The paper encouraged political activism and promoted trade unionism, not just through their 

content but through their actions. In this process, the organisation’s activities as catalyst operated 

in the semi-public sphere. Unlike previous diaspora nationalist newspapers in England that 

targeted the exile population, the most unique aspect of the IF/ID is that it was more open and 

visible, involving LP MPs as writers, as the paper directly influenced British politicians to make 

the Irish question a political agenda within the British government and operated along with the 

British labour movement.  

 

From the front page, it clearly provided a place to voice opinions, and to raise agendas of 

marginalised people in Britain and to integrate the disadvantaged group into mainstream society 

 
1111 Wenzel, Andrea, 2020, Community-Centered Journalism, University of Illinois Press, Urbana, p14 
1112 Ibid., p206 
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and to increase public awareness. Although the IF/ID was an Irish diaspora newspaper, it could 

also be defined as a British paper, managed mostly by a British editor, that attempted to 

democratise Britain by using workers’ power. Its front page demonstrates that it had an element of 

public and deliberative journalism, contributing to improve British politics in the process of 

democratisation. Angela Romano highlights that deliberative journalism relies on ‘the journalists’ 

ability to imagine how citizens might play a role in setting news agendas and acting upon the 

information that the media provides’, while Jay Rosen points out that ‘the citizen is not a victim, 

spectator, quote machine, ventilator of steam or cute adornment of the news but an informed 

participant in socio-political processes.’ 1113  The IF/ID emerged as a distinctive form of 

deliberative journalism which results from the interplay of 3 factors. Firstly, its emphasis was to 

focus on informing and educating Irish and British people about the facts, status quo in the North 

and history. Second, it attempted to unite workers via trade unions. Lastly, it called all readers to 

join and participate CC/CA’s activism and push the government to reform. Pradip Thomas 

explains that the definition of public journalism is ‘an attitude, a stance, a commitment to using 

journalism as a vehicle to advance public causes, and thereby contribute to the exercise of 

substantive democracy.’1114 In this sense, the front page distinctively shows the newspaper formed 

their own agendas and platforms for collective discussion and action within and between different 

communities, helped contributed to the democratisation process of the British government. 

 

Limitations 

A few limitations of this research should be considered. Quantitative content analysis allows the 

manifest content of large samples to be looked at overall, but detailed specific themes cannot be 

determined. In order to have the general understanding, quantitative analysis needs to be properly 

conducted in addition to the qualitative study. As IF/ID articles are not digitalised nor digitised, 

sampling was collected manually. Manual human coding is extremely laborious, and errors can 

occur. Moreover, the layout of the front page was frequently jumbled, and lines were not straight, 

nor formatted, which makes it difficult to measure the size of an article in a precise manner. 

 

 
1113 Romano, Angela, ‘Ongoing Issues for Deliberative Journalism,’ in Romano, Angela, (ed), 2010, International 

Journalism and Democracy: Civic Engagement Models from Around the World, Routledge, London, p231 
1114 Thomas, Pradip, ‘Traditions of Public Journalism in India’, in Romano, Angela, (ed), 2010, International 

Journalism and Democracy: Civic Engagement Models from Around the World, Routledge, London, p206 
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Due to its advocative nature, some articles contain and mention multiple topics. Also, there is no 

clear division between writers, readers, and activists in the case of this newspaper. The articles 

were highly subjective. It is not straightforward to measure its success based on their various 

campaigns and front-page articles. From front page articles only, it is impossible to see the whole 

picture on how the coverage of certain articles evolved or improved overtime, just because the 

subject was not covered on the front page. For the same reason, how front-page articles influenced 

the public, readers or British and Irish politicians is hard to evaluate. 

 

During the height of circulation, there were more articles on the front page in terms of numbers. 

However, it is impossible to determine whether an increasing numbers of article or attention-

grabbing headlines were the cause of increasing sales figures, as there are no credible sales figures.  

 

Conclusion 

The findings in this section correspond to the British labour movement of the research period and 

general historical events, such as vibrant trade union and civil rights activities. Impactful headlines 

to attract the diaspora population were crucial, therefore there were always Ireland-related or home 

news stories on the front page. During the height of the paper, photographs and cartoons were a 

regular front page feature. Its newspaper identification as a fighting campaigning paper can be 

easily recognisable, as the paper frequently placed activism stories with striking headlines in the 

front page. The newspaper effectively framed the issues on the front page that mattered to them 

most.  
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