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‘The Devil It Was Who Sent Larkin To Ireland’:!
The Liberator, Larkinism And The Dublin Lockout Of 1913

The 1913 Lockout with its police violence, imported blacklegs, clerical condemnation, heroic
working class resistance, eventual British Trades Union Congress betrayal and widespread
victimisation still awaits its historian.? In the meantime, this study looks at one particular
aspect of the conflict: the role of the Liberator newspaper. This was an anti-Larkinite labour
newspaper that first appeared on the eve of the Lockout. It set out, first of all, to oppose
the increasing influence of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU) within
the Dublin labour movement from a ‘moderate’ position, but quickly came out openly on
the employers’ side. The paper has been noticed mainly because of the outrageous slanders
it poured on Jim Larkin’s head, but it deserves more attention than this. First, because it
attempted to articulate the beliefs and prejudices of those workers who resisted the appeal
of Larkinism and sided with the employers and the priests. This aspect of working class history
has been neglected, with the focus being placed on the striker rather than the strikebreaker.
Secondly, and somewhat ironically, the Liberator, or rather its failure, provides testimony to
the strength of Larkinism and the degree of support that Larkin personally and the ITGWU
had among the Dublin working class.

The first issue of the Liberator appeared on 23 August, 1913. It was published by Bernard
Doyle, a former trade union activist, who had edited the Irish Worker, a moderate union
newspaper that had been the mouthpiece of the Dublin craft unions during the early 1890s.3
The Liberator was an eight-page broadsheet that sold for a penny. It was written in a popular,
accessible style that combined outrage and abuse with attempts at humour, and it hammered
home the same essential points in issue after issue. The paper carried no advertising and cannot
possibly have recovered its costs through sales. There can be no doubt that it received a secret
subsidy from the employers, most probably from Dublin’s most powerful capitalist, William
Martin Murphy. The Liberator’s appearance at a time when conflict between Murphy and the
ITGWU was coming to a head, only days before the start of the tram dispute that precipitated
the Great Lockout was, at any rate, a remarkable coincidence. The dubious nature of the
enterprise is further illustrated by the fact that its contributors almost without exception made
use of pseudonyms: ‘A Catholic Worker’, ‘Avoca’, ‘Anti-Bully’, ‘One Who Knows’, ‘The Man
In The Street’, ‘Eblana’, ‘Vigilans’ and so on.

The first issue carried a strong front page attack on Larkinite domination of Dublin Trades
Council, an institution which had once ‘commanded the esteem of the citizens — both employers
and workers’ and whose meetings had been admired the world over for their ‘order and
decorum’, but was now controlled by Socialists ‘who have terrorised the more respectable
and intelligent delegates into handing the entire business over to their tender mercies’. The
paper accused Larkin and his supporters of turning the council into ‘a secret society’ where any
opposition was crushed by a ‘reign of terror’. It confessed astonishment that ‘men who never
knuckled down to foreign oppression’ were nevertheless allowing themselves to be exploited
by an ‘imported adventurer’ like Larkin. The time had come for the workers of Dublin to put
an end to this sorry state of affairs: ‘Wake up and be MEN, not doormats’.

Another article in the same issue, ‘Unrest: Its Causes And Cure’, argued that the Larkinite
phenomenon was the consequence of an ‘unjust capitalism’ that deprived ‘the toilers of their
legitimate share’ and left them living in poverty in ‘rack-rented and insanitary tenements’. While
‘the world’s wealth is steadily growing’, the writer complained, ‘the workers are growing poorer
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every year’. In these circumstances, ‘it is no wonder that the workers tend a willing ear to the
glib tongue of the so-called ‘labour leaders’, who turn up in this country with a slight smattering
of Karl Marx or Henry George’. The answer, however, was not the strike or the lockout, but
legislation to impose compulsory and binding arbitration which would ensure justice for all
parties.

The Liberator’s position was explained at length in the paper’s first editorial, ‘Ourselves’.
Here Doyle condemned the perversion of ‘the sacred cause of labour’ by a gang of ‘designing
knaves’ who were out for ‘personal aggrandisement’ and to help ‘the hereditary foes of the
people in their opposition to Irish National demands’. The labour movement was being
used for purposes of ‘Socialist propaganda, which inculcates the basest of anti-Christian
and anti-National doctrines’. This had to be stopped. Indeed, it was one of the paper’s
main objectives to ‘rid the country of this pernicious growth’. In opposition to Larkinism
and recognising the social origins of the prevailing unrest, Doyle advanced a programme of
radical reform that included better housing, land reform and the break-up of the ranches,
nationalisation of the railways, abolition of the sweating trades, a cut in shop workers
hours, reform of the Poor Law and the right to work. This remarkably radical programme
did not involve any flirtation with independent labour representation with the notion of a
Labour Party however. Elsewhere in this first issue, the Liberator proclaimed its politics as
‘IRELAND, FIRST, LAST AND ALWAYS’ and pledged its support for John Redmond’s
Parliamentary Party, which had always listened to ‘the voice of the genuine workers’. Its
nationalist commitment was further emphasised by the first of a weekly feature, ‘In The Fight
For Freedom,’ a history of the 1798 Rebellion. The following week it began serialising John
Mitchel’s intransigently republican Jail Journal. This first issue also reported briefly on the
‘Tramway Troubles’, giving its support to attempts to establish a company union which would
frustrate ‘the evil designs of imported demagogues’.4

So, here is a labour newspaper that attacked Larkinism from the standpoints of Catholicism
and Nationalism, and that, at least initially, championed instead, moderate, responsible trade
unionism that was acceptable to the employers and supported the United Irish League. The
intention, at this stage, was to make the paper the voice of the moderates with a view to helping
them recapture control of the Dublin labour movement from Larkin and his supporters. This
strategy was swiftly overtaken by events. Once the Lockout was underway, the paper came out
in open support of the employers and championing moderate trade unionism very much took
second place to strikebreaking in the war against Larkin.

This change was already in evidence in the second issue of the newspaper, which was
published after the start of the tram dispute. It still supported trade unionism ‘properly and
reasonably conducted’, but warned of the danger that ‘the Continental form of socialism’ was
going to establish itself in Ireland. This would ‘destroy the foundations of Christianity’ in the
country and must be prevented at any cost. The paper warned ominously that ‘if the workers
themselves do not adopt a strong, resolute and determined attitude, and remove the evil which
at present exists, then it will be for others to undertake the task’ [my emphasis]. If the workers
would not clear out the Larkinites and establish moderate, responsible trade unions, then the
employers would do it for them, with the full support of the Liberator.

In a similar vein, the paper reported sympathetically the trial of a man, Sheridan, who had
assaulted Larkin. He had been sacked for refusing to join the ITGWU and had since been
unable to find other work ‘because he was not a member of the Transport Union’. It warned
that if the law could not protect such men from Larkin’s depredations, ‘then we say we are
entitled to take the law into our own hands’. This same issue carried a front page article, ‘Dublin
Priest Condemns Socialism’, which congratulated the Reverend F. E. O’Loughlin for ‘his timely
warning against the dangers of the Socialist doctrine’. The article went on to urge the rest of
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the clergy to enter ‘the fight against the creed of greed and Godlessness that is rapidly gaining
adherents amongst the workers of this country’.

Another article, “‘Why £arkin Loves The Workers. It’s Their Money He Wants,” began a
sustained attack on the ITGWU leader’s honesty that was to continue throughout the paper’s
existence. Larkin was accused of embezzling over £2,000 from his Irish Worker newspaper.
Thereafter Larkin’s name was to be printed invariably as farkin as week after week the
Liberator alleged that he was growing fat while the workers starved.>

The Liberator came down unreservedly against Larkinites in its reporting of the bloody
clashes between strikers and police that left two union members dead over the weekend of
30 and 31 August. In a hysterical article, ‘Who Were The Murderers?’, the paper argued that
‘farkin, the thief and atheist, sent his mob out to riot and loot when he found he was unable to
cause a stoppage in the tram service’. This man, ‘the greatest coward and blackguard of them
all . . . sat serenely smoking a big cigar in one of the principal hotels while his friends and fellow
jail-birds were attacking the police with bricks, bottles and knives’. The article concluded that
‘farkin is . . . the murderer of those who have been killed by the police baton charges’. The
paper carried an ‘In Memoriam’ notice for James Nolan one of the dead workers, claiming him
as a ‘victim of the wild socialistic teachings of the imported humbugs and native parasites of
Liberty Hall’.

Also in this issue, Larkin was condemned for being an ‘avowed atheist,” and as evidence of
this, it was pointed out that he ‘sends his son to St. Enda’s College for fear he might pick up
any religion in the schools of the Christian Brothers’.6 The next issue carried an apology to
Patrick Pearse, the principal of St. Enda’s, acknowledging that the College was, in fact, ‘a
purely Catholic school, and that the teaching of the Catholic religion holds the first place in
its programme’.” Of course, this did not let Larkin off the hook, because the mere fact of being
a socialist was regarded as conclusive proof of atheism.

The Liberator set its face steadfastly against all talk of compromise or conciliation and called
for the complete victory of the employers. It condemned the way that some daily newspapers
harped on the ‘hunger and suffering of the women and children’ in order to weaken the
employers’ resolve. With Larkin on the verge of total defeat, it was actually being suggested
‘that the employers of Dublin are to call a truce so as to allow those who have done their
worst to destroy our industries an opportunity of preparing another attack’. ‘All this talk of
conciliation’, the paper went on, ‘is merely an attempt to whitewash Larkin. There can be no
conciliation, no agreement, no truce while the Transport Union is under the domination of the
present Syndicalist clique’. The paper would be sorry to see ‘the workers of Dublin driven by
hunger into renouncing their union, but it would be even worse for themselves and for Ireland
if Larkinism and Syndicalism were allowed to grow unchecked’.®

Later the paper discussed the question of giving charity to the families of the locked-out
workers. It abused them as ‘back-boneless paupers’, the like of which had never been seen
in Ireland before, and then went on:

‘We are being appealed to for funds to feed the women and children. It is not the employers who are
starving the women and children; but it is being deliberately done by Irish fools in the interest of foreigners.
If the women and children are hungry it is the duty of their husbands and fathers to feed them. If the Dublin
workers put the welfare of English Socialists and Mr. Larkin before that of their own families we regret
it; but are compelled to say it is their own fault.”®

Among the themes that the newspaper regularly returned to was the claim that the ITGWU
was a tool of the Unionists and the British enemy. The union was ridiculed for appealing for
help from the British trade union movement, for ‘scuttling across to Manchester to bring over
the Saxon invaders so that they may tell us how to settle our differences and difficulties’. “The
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Irish employers’, it was pointed out, ‘are fighting the battle on their own account’. Moreover,
the whole dispute was, in fact, ‘an unscrupulous plot to injure the workers and the cause of
Legislative Independence’.1? This attack was developed into the argument that Larkinism was
a deliberate, calculated attempt, sponsored by British socialists, at destroying Irish trade and
industry for the benefit of British workers and employers. An article, ‘Dublin Starves For
England’s Profit’, argued that the suffering of the workers in Dublin was not the first ‘artificial
famine’ to ‘have been created in Ireland to benefit English manufacturers’.1!

As the dispute dragged on, the Liberator increasingly took up the Catholic stick to beat the
union. Since its first issue, the paper had displayed prominently large type, boxed quotations
from William Morris, Belfort Bax, Frederick Engels and Karl Marx, identifying socialism with
atheism and divorce. The fight against Larkinism was a fight to save the souls of the working
class. As the paper warned its readers, ‘the Devil it was who sent Larkin to Ireland, that our
people might be led away from honour, from self-respect, from obedience to God’s commands,
and stray into the trap set by the Devil’s Missioner — the Socialist’.12 It went out of its way to
solicit clerical condemnations of socialism and published the names of priests who obliged in
‘Our Roll Of Honour’. There was some disquiet at Archbishop Walsh’s failure to come out and
openly condemn the ITGWU, but otherwise the paper portrayed the Church as solidly arrayed
against the workers.

On one occasion, the Liberator actually claimed divine intervention against Larkinites when
a downpour fortuitously prevented a demonstration through the city to the Phoenix Park: ‘Yes,
it was God’s goodness to send the downpour of rain to prevent the further degradation of His
faithful people, and their ultimate destruction by a set of Socialists, who are waiting in hope
that the day will come when the red flag of the Communist will be unfurled in Holy Ireland’.13
These attacks were all the more outrageous because the ITGWU membership was and remained
staunchly Catholic and, moreover, Jim Larkin was himself, throughout his life, a practising
Catholic.14

The crusade against socialism came to a head when the ITGWU attempted to send some
350 children of the locked-out workers on holiday with sympathetic families in Britain. On
21 October, Archbishop Walsh published a letter in the press condemning the scheme and
asking the mothers if they had ‘abandoned their faith’. He accused them of sending ‘away
their children to be cared for in a strange land without security of any kind that those to whom
the poor children are to be handed over are Catholics, or indeed are persons of any faith at
all’.15 Over a number of days threatening crowds assembled to prevent the children leaving,
manhandling the organisers and intimidating the parents. This intervention was widely seen as
dealing the ITGWU its death-blow. The Liberator published an editorial, “The Soul-Snatchers’,
that captures the temper of the times:

‘If ever the people of Dublin and Ireland were up against an enemy of the worst kind . . . it is at the
present moment. The foreign Socialists, not satisfied with degrading and demoralising honest men and
women — poor misguided dupes of the base and selfish faction — have taken up the proselytising of the
children. Under the guise of Labour and sympathy for the workers the English exponents of Godlessness
and -Anarchy have volunteered to take over Irish children while the strike lasts and feed them and
educate them in the ways of infidelity and Anti-Christ . . . Is this proselytising scheme to succeed? Has
the blood-stained hand of Larkinism accomplished what the fire and sword of Elizabeth and Cromwell
failed to bring about, namely the extinction of the ideals of Faith and Fatherland? . . . Will Irish fathers
and mothers, who call themselves Catholic and Christian, allow their offspring to be damned in this world
and the next by handing them over to the vilest gang of reptiles the world ever produced . . . We all know
the kind of education the poor children would receive at the hands of the ‘missioners’ of Satan — with
their ‘concubinage’, ‘free love’, Malthusianism and general bestiality!’

What is interesting is that the ITGWU survived this assault intact. The Liberator itself
provides testimony to this fact. In this and succeeding weeks, far from celebrating victory over
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‘the forces of darkness’, the paper was driven to complain that the workers were remaining
stubbornly loyal to Larkin. The paper’s ‘truth’, it acknowledged, was ‘at present unpalatable
to the workers, but it must be spoken’. Larkin, Connolly, Partridge, Daly and the other union
leaders can ‘bring their followers nothing but hunger and damnation’. If the workers want this,
then it is their own business. While the paper might not be able to save the workers from being
damned, it still intended to ensure that they could not later complain that ‘nobody ever warned
us . . . they will be damned with their eyes open’.16

Early in November the Liberator was still calling on the workers to drive the ‘£arkin gang’
out of the country while at the same time complaining that ‘the deluded fools’ showed no sign of
coming to their senses. “‘What sympathy’, it asked, ‘should there be for such slaves? What spirit
have they shown to deserve any?’. The same issue called on Dublin Castle to take decisive action
against the ITGWU and threatened that if nothing was done then ‘the citizens of Dublin will be
compelled to organise themselves into a protective force to put down intimidation, boycotting
and looting’.17 This was no idle threat. Before the end of the year an armed strikebreaker was
to shoot and mortally wound a young woman on picket duty and two weeks after this incident
another armed strikebreaker was beaten to death in a clash with union members.

The Liberator was not to survive much longer. The last issue of the paper appeared on 22
November, still warning that ‘Ireland’s enemies’ had never been ‘more active, more virulent,
more incisive’ and condemning Larkinism as an unholy ‘mixture of Socialism, Anti-Christ and
Toryism’.18 There is no way of knowing exactly why the newspaper folded but the most likely
alternatives are the demoralisation of Doyle and his associates or the ending of its subsidy
or both. By the time of its demise it had already been superceded by an even more virulent
anti-Larkinite labour newspaper, the Toiler, that moreover poured scorn on the failure of its
predecessor.1?

The Liberator’s short and spiteful life saw a weekly attempt made to play the religious and
nationalist cards against the locked-out ITGWU and a sustained assault on the honesty of
its leader, Jim Larkin. Given the ferocity of its hostility, its own admission that the workers
remained loyal to the union is all the more impressive.

John Newsinger
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Cemeteries Of Liberty:
William Norton On Communism And Fascism

Cemeteries Of Liberty is a report of the speech given by the Leader of the Irish Labour Party,
. William Norton, to the Annual Conference of the party in February 1937, in which he wished to
spell out the party’s approach to Fascism and Communism. The speech is significantly different
from the one he made on Fascism in the D4il in 1934. What is the nature of this difference?

The rise of the Blueshirts in 1933 and 1934 prompted Norton’s most developed critique of
Fascism, delivered in the March 1934 Dail debate on the Wearing of Uniforms Restriction
Bill.! His analysis, which was rooted in the specifics of the Irish context, covered domestic and
international Fascism, and deployed liberal-democratic, socialist, and religious arguments. The
militarisation of Irish politics, he argued, threatened a return to the horrors of the Civil War and
the replacement of democracy with dictatorship. He pointed to developments in Germany, Italy
and Austria to show that Fascist movements which began innocuously enough, and seemed to
pose no threat, rapidly overwhelmed their respective societies. He highlighted the contempt the
Blueshirts had for free speech and their belief that Parliament was ‘un-Irish’. He also suggested
that there was a class basis to the Fine Gael/Blueshirt phenomenon, claiming, for example, that
the employer supporters of Fine Gael were encouraging, even forcing, their employees to join
the Blueshirts, and in some cases would only employ Blueshirts. The corporatist doctrines of
the Blueshirts were denounced as hostile to the working class, as were their apologists in the
Diil; two such Fine Gael deputies are described as ‘one who prohibited a strike and slandered
a trade union insurance society [Richard Mulcahy], and another . . . who was associated with a
wage-cutting campaign . . . and with a lock-out of the workers [James Dillon]’.2 He was also at
pains to refute the claim of Fine Gael that Blueshirtism was in some sense grounded in Catholic
social teaching — Fascism, he argued, was profoundly anti-Christian.

Norton’s 1937 analysis of Fascism, on the other hand, is different in scope and emphasis.
There is not a single historical reference to Blueshirtism. Fascism is Hitlerism. A number of
the old arguments are resuscitated in the critique of Hitlerism — dictatorship, suppression of
trades unions, loss of free speech, mass regimentation — as, of course, is the religious critique:

‘To the unchristian race hatred fostered by the German Dictatorship has been added the diabolical attempt
to create a State-made religion, substituting Hitler for Almighty God, in the vain hope that it can supplant
divine teaching. That typifies German Fascism!™

Although the possibility of Fascism having attractions to a socially-divided Ireland is
entertained, and there is one, albeit fleeting and non-contextualised, reference to ‘curbing
Fascist tendencies in this country’,* the whole thrust of the piece is on Fascism as an external
threat, a German phenomenon which ‘may again take the field for a new holocaust which
threatens the very existence of civilisation not only in Europe but throughout the world’.>

There were a number of reasons for this shift of emphasis. Obviously Blueshirtism was no




