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MODERN WRITING IN IRISH LABOUR HIS TORY dates from the mid 1970s, years that 
saw the foun da tion of the Irish La bour History So ciety (ILHS) in 1973, the launch of 
its an nual jour nal Saothar in 1975, and the pub li cation of two sur veys that did much 
to re de fine the sub ject: Ar thur Mitch ell, La bour in Irish Poli tics, 1890-1930 
(1974), and Charles McCar thy, Trade Unions in Ire land, 1894-1960 (1977). Be -
fore con sid er ing the ILHS and the cur rent state of la bour histo ri og ra phy, it is worth 
noting four main con textual prob lems. 

A Par tial Pop u lar Mem ory 

The first problem is what might be called a lim ited and bro ken pop u lar mem ory of 
la bour his tory, and a nar row conception of the sub ject. In the 1970s there was a con -
sen sus that Ireland had “lit tle la bour history,” and less of any im por tance. Most 
peo ple un der stood “his tory” to mean po lit i cal his tory; and po lit i cally, the left in Ire -
land was mar ginal.1 Since in de pend ence, suc ces sive gen er a tions have been 

1Be tween 1922 and 1987 the La bour Party won an av er age of 11.4 per cent of the vote in 
general elec tions. See Michael Gallagher, Po lit i cal Parties in the Re pub lic of Ire land (Man -
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schooled in the na tion al ist or tho doxy, which pre sented the past as a se ries of strug -
gles against for eign oc cu pa tion. La bour in truded into the story in only two re spects; 
the Dub lin lock-out of 1913, and the Easter Rising of 1916, in which James Con -
nolly and his Cit i zen Army fought alongside the Irish Vol un teers.2 

Trade Unions and His tory: A Will ful Am ne sia? 

The im pres sion that la bour re lapsed into in signif i cance after 1916 was not due sim -
ply to ne glect. Trade un ions have been a vi brant feature of Irish life since the early 
20th cen tury. In the Repub lic, al most 50 per cent of em ploy ees be longed to un ions 
in 2001, a high level of den sity by Eu ro pean stan dards. In North ern Ireland den sity 
was 36 per cent, re flecting the more hostile cli mate for un ions in the United King -
dom. Workers are of ten aware of their own trade union’s his tory, but lack a gen eral 
narra tive. One rea son for this is that the contintental Eu ro pean con cern with the cre -
ation of re search in sti tutes, li brar ies, mu se ums, and ar chives, has never been a se ri -
ous influ ence on Irish la bour. An other is that la bour un der went a he roic phase of 
strug gle be tween 1907 and 1923, but from then to the 1950s the move ment was 
bedevilled by in ter nal di vi sions, from which no one emerged with any great credit. 
Wil liam O’Brien, for ex am ple, re fused to take his mem oirs be yond 1923, al though 
he did not retire as gen eral sec retary of the Irish Transport and Gen eral Workers’ 
Un ion un til 1946.3 Even to day, it suits the trade un ion leader ship to rem em ber 1913 
and 1916, and for get about subse quent events. 

Prob lems of Historiography 

Up to the 1970s the his to ri og ra phy was dom i nated by a rad i cal pam phlet eer ing tra -
dition, which we might call the Connolly school, and by stud ies pro duced by schol -
ars based out side Ire land. 

The Con nolly school was inau gu rated by James Con nolly’s book let La bour in 
Irish His tory (1910), and in formed by this and other Con nolly writ ings. Con nolly 
wrote very much in the style of the Marx ist strand in the first wave of Eu ro pean la -
bour his tori og ra phy. In other words, his pri mary fo cus was not on orga ni za tions; he 
wrote “peo ple’s his tory” from a rad i cal per spec tive. More than that, he wrote from 
an anti-imperialist per spec tive, ar gu ing that in Ire land the social and na tional strug -
gles were com pli men tary. La bour in Irish His tory was fol lowed by a dozen or so 
pam phlets on la bour over the next ten years. Sub se quently the tra di tion was con tin -
ued more in ter mit tently. 

ches ter 1985), 158. To this fig ure should be added a few per cent age points for smaller par -
ties. In re cent elec tions the ag gre gate left wing vote has risen to 20-25 per cent. 
2The mem ory of the lock-out sur vived partly be cause of the scale of the dis pute: some 
25,000 work ers were locked out for over four months. La bour leader Jim Larkin’s the at ri cal 
flair for myth and im ag ery also en sured that the Dub lin con flict was well re membered. 
3Wil liam O’Brien, Forth the Ban ners Go (Dub lin 1969). 
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The hand ful of other pub li ca tions from the 1920s to the 1970s may be di vided 
into three cat e go ries: a few gen eral stud ies by schol ars based in Brit ain, the United 
States, or Ger many; a few bi og ra phies; and a few of fi cial trade un ion his to ries. It is 
fair to say that they had lit tle pop u lar im pact. It was typ i cal that prob a bly the best 
general sur vey, J. Dunsmore Clark son, La bour and Na tion al ism in Ire land, was 
writ ten by an Amer i can, pub lished in New York in 1925, and not avail able in Ire -
land. 

Ac a demic Ne glect 

Why did Irish ac a dem ics ig nore la bour? It has been pleaded that up to the 1970s 
most uni ver sity his tory depart ments had a staff of no more than four or five, who 
were ex pected to teach broad sur vey courses rang ing from the mid dle ages to the 
20th cen tury, and had lit tle time for re search. Cer tainly there were many ma jor 
main stream top ics that were se verely un der-researched in the 1970s. Yet, since 
then staff num bers have grown. Var i ous new fields of en quiry have been es tab -
lished, notably in so cial and eco nomic his tory, em i gra tion studies, women’s stud -
ies, and in dus trial re la tions. But there is still not a sin gle per son employed as a 
la bour his torian in any college or re search cen tre in Ire land. 

It is dif ficult to avoid the con clusion that the explana tion re flects an in grained 
conser va tism. Ciarán Brady, in a defence of the in clu sive ness and het ero doxy of 
what he called “the his tor i cal es tab lish ment,” con ceded one ex cep tion: 

The one par tial ex cep tion to this rule of in clu sive ness in in itself sig nif i cant. For it is an in
stance of marginalizaton within the his tor i cal world which nei ther his to ri ans nor the ma jor -
ity of their crit ics have been anx ious to con sider, that is of course, Ire land’s Marx ist 
historical tradition ... Marxist scholarship has encountered considerable resistance within 
Irish historiography ... this neglect of Marxism can be associated with the ambivalence of 
many Marx ists to ward the prob lem of Irish na tion al ism [and] the rel a tive in su lar ity of the 
Irish de bate.4 

Note the phrase “the prob lem of Irish na tion alism.” Most Irish ac a demic histo rians 
have seen na tion al ism as a prob lem, be cause it posed a threat to law and or der, even 
if that law and or der had no dem o cratic ba sis and was maintained by Brit ish im pe ri -
al ism; and lat terly be cause the old na tion al ist view of his tory has been cited as a 
cause of the vio lence in North ern Ireland. 

Un doubt edly the iden ti fi ca tion of la bour his tory with the Con nolly school led 
it to be re garded as ideo log i cal and sub versive, and not a suit able field of en quiry 
for peo ple who saw them selves as “value free” and, in re cent de cades, in the front 
line of the strug gle be tween lib eral dem oc racy and the Pro vi sional IRA. 

4Ciarán Brady, Interpreting Irish History: The Debate on Historical Revisionism (Dub lin 
1994), 15. 
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The ILHS 

The 1970s wit nessed a mount ing cu ri os ity with the absence of la bour from Irish 
his tory; on the left at least. As Ire land be came pre dom inantly ur ban and indus trial, 
pop u lar his tor i cal in ter est wid ened from na tion-state build ing to ques tions of class 
and so cial for ma tion. The ILHS was founded with the af fil i ation of the Irish Con -
gress of Trade Un ions and nu merous indi vid ual un ions. From its inception, the so -
ci ety has been re li ant on union sub ven tion and the vol un tary ef fort of trade un ion 
of fi cials and ac tiv ists. At the same time it is for mally a dis crete as so ci a tion and un -
usual among cog nate Eu ro pean so cieties in be ing a largely non-academic fra ter nity 
and in de pend ent of uni ver si ties or la bour in sti tutes. As with most learned so ci et ies 
in Ire land, it op er ates on an all-island ba sis. In 1990, with the aid of a state grant, the 
ILHS was able to acquire a pre mises that now houses a mu seum, li brary, and ar -
chive. Subse quently the society was better placed to run courses for trade union ists 
and con duct ar chi val sur veys. Yet it has also be come more “in sti tution alized,” and 
less evan gel ical. Branches out side Dub lin have col lapsed, and lit tle has been done 
to prom ote the society or its pub li ca tion, Saothar in ter na tion ally. In 2001 the ILHS 
had over 300 in di vidual and 64 corpo rate mem bers.5 

Over the past 30 years the pro file of la bour history has grad u ally im proved. 
There is now a steady stream of postgrad u ate re search in the field, and about ten la -
bour re lated courses are of fered by uni ver si ties at un der grad u ate and post grad u ate 
level. 

Per cep tions 

When the ILHS was founded there ex isted two nor ma tive con cep tions of Irish la -
bour his tory. The first, well worn by the Connolly school, under stood the work ing 
class as the van guard of the still uncom pleted strug gle against im pe rialism, and 
consid ered la bour pri marily in re la tion to that dy namic. The sec ond be lieved that 
la bour his tory should be about la bour and noth ing but. The ILHS grav i tated to wards 
the sec ond conception. Rad i cal history was felt to be endemically bi ased. Much of 
it in deed was poor in quality, and jaded in its end less re-working of the Connolly 
theme. Con nolly’s pol itics no lon ger en joyed an un ques tioned sta tus on the left, 
and a num ber of those who formed the con stit u ency of the ILHS were at tracted to la -
bour his tory as a post-nationalist ter rain. Cru cially, the Con nolly school had ne -
glected la bour or ga ni za tion, the cen tral fas ci na tion of the new gen er a tion of 
re search ers. The Eng lish ex am ple was in flu en tial too, and the ILHS was con scious 
of how a form of history that was both ob jective and en gaged had won aca demic 

5The lat ter in clude 26 trade un ions, 22 trade un ion groups, di vi sions, or branches, 6 trades 
coun cils, 4 la bour re lated bod ies, and 6 ed u ca tional bod ies, ar chives, and li brar ies. There are 
in to tal about 70 trade un ions in Ire land. 
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and so cial ist ac cep tance in Brit ain in the 1960s. Thus, Irish labour his tory was to be 
linked or gan i cally with the labour move ment, but schol arly rather than agitational, 
to deal pri mar ily with la bour, and to serve the in tel lec tual pal ate of an emerging in -
dus trial, sec u lar, and (in the eyes of some at least) post-national so ci ety. 

Early writ ing in this new style de fined la bour his tory in the strict est sense, and 
counterposed it with nation alist his tory. This nar row un der stand ing of la bour his -
tory drew in spi ra tion from the Brit ish ac a demic ex am ple. And with an ar tic u late 
nor ma tive con cep tion of the dis ci pline, but no em pir i cally grounded over view, re -
search ers of ten made as sump tions about the course of events from the Brit ish ex pe -
ri ence, ap ply ing the fa mil iar periodization of Brit ish trade un ion de vel op ment to 
Ireland, and searching for Irish com par i sons with the myth of British la bour’s “for -
ward march.” Anglocentrism com pli mented a more pop u lar and po lit i cal view of 
la bour his tory, which ex isted not as a nar ra tive, but as a tem plate into which the past 
was to be poured. In 1980, for ex am ple, the ILHS con vened its big gest ever con fer -
ence un der the ti tle “The Making of the Irish Working Class.” The im age of Irish la -
bour’s past as a “for ward march” spancelled by na tion al ism and eco nomic 
back wardness ap pealed to an Irish left se duced by mod ern iza tion the ory, and con -
vinced that post-1950s in dus tri al iza tion was fi nally elim i nat ing those three great 
en e mies of class pol i tics: the priest, the peas ant, and the pa triot. The avant-garde of 
a sec u lar, lib eral, post-nationalist Ire land wanted a past that would re flect its fu ture. 

Un doubtedly this ap proach has it self been re vised over the past twenty years. 
There is now a cor pus of work de fin ing the course and periodization of Irish la bour 
his tory, and re search mental ities are no lon ger anglocentric. 

Pub li ca tions 

La bour his to ri og ra phy com monly evolves through four stages: iden ti fi ca tion, ex -
plo ra tion, over view, and in clu sion. Mitch ell’s and Mc Car thy’s books es pe cially 
iden ti fied the con tent and method of the sub ject. Both were novel in pro vid ing 
schol arly ac counts of the po lit i cal and trade union lead ership re spec tively, but lim -
ited in be ing writ ten “from above,” Dub lin-centred, and nar row in their def i ni tion 
of la bour. Dig ging deeper and wider, sub se quent re search has be come more con -
scious of work ers as well as lead ers, ru ral work ers as well as ur ban, women as well 
as men, and the provinces as well as Dub lin, and sought to push the frontiers back 
and forth from the Con nolly-Larkin era. 

John W. Boyle, The Irish La bor Movement in the Nine teenth Cen tury (Wash -
ing ton DC, 1988) was the ma jor con tri bu tion to fur ther ex plo ra tion, a mag is te rial 
opus of the old school, sternly fixed on la bour or ga ni za tion. There have also been 
two over views of the course of la bour his tory, but this stage is in its in fancy, and 
writ ing la bour his tory that is in clu sive of gen eral history has yet to be at tempted. 

Un for tunately, what might be called the fourth wave of la bour his tory — the 
al ter na tive ap proaches to the sub ject as so ci ated with jour nals like ILWCH and His -
tory Work shop — have not much im pinged on Ire land. Schol arship re mains dog -
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gedly em pir ical, and fo cused on struc tures and lead ers or move ments. Topics like 
cul ture, re li gion, so cial life and lei sure, men tal i ties, and val ues have re ceived lit tle 
at ten tion from labour his to ri ans. Most work in these areas has been un der taken by 
so cial his to ri ans, so ci ol o gists, or an thro pol o gists. 

Chal lenges ahead 

Ire land was not deeply af fected by the “cri sis” in la bour his tory that emerged af ter 
“the fall of the wall” in 1989. You can not lose what you never had. None the less 
pos si bil i ties were missed in that win dow of op por tunity that was the 1970s and 
1980s to put the dis ci pline on a stron ger scholarly foun da tion, by es tab lish ing ac a -
demic lecture ships or stu dentships, or a pro fession ally based re search cen tre, ar -
chive, or li brary out side the acad emy. It is likely that the flow of pub li ca tions since 
the 1970s will con tinue. But most publi ca tions will come from oc ca sional scholars 
who dip into the field and then move on to greener graz ing. With out full-time prac -
ti tio ners, progress in method and the ory will be slow and patchy. 




