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2021 marks the 230th anniversary of the founding of the United Irishmen by Wolfe 
Tone, Thomas Russell, Samuel Neilson, and others who set about revolutionising Irish 
society by breaking the power of the aristocracy and the established church. They 
aimed to instead establish a government genuinely representative of the people, and 
truly secular. But their ambitions did not simply stop at bringing about political change.  
 
The United Irishmen were social as well as political revolutionaries. They sought to 
overturn a society based on birth and privilege, and to build one where all citizens 
were equal. In place of a society dominated by the values of monarchy, aristocracy, 
and religion, they fought to create a republican society where everyone was free; 
where labour was respected and rewarded; where secularism replaced sectarianism; 
and where the power of the elite had been smashed and replaced by the power of the 
people. It was Jemmy Hope’s settled opinion “that the condition of the labouring class 
was the fundamental question at issue between the rulers and the people …” 
 
The United Irishmen were therefore political and social revolutionaries from their very 
foundation. This was true of them just as much as when they sought to achieve their 
aims peacefully by seeking sweeping reforms and raising the political consciousness 
of the masses through education, agitation, and organisation, as when they sought to 
achieve their aims by armed revolution in alliance with Revolutionary France. 
 
And it was this lesson from Wolfe Tone and the United Irishmen – that revolutionary 
change requires the participation of the people organised in a dedicated political force 
working through the most suitable means for transformative change in the short and 
the long term – that led to the creation of the Workers’ Party.  
 
The people who forged the Workers’ Party analysed the situation of contemporary 
Ireland, of the needs of the Irish people, and in response they threw off the ideological, 
strategic, and organisational straitjackets of the-then Republican Movement, and set 
about establishing the vanguard party of the working class necessary to revolutionise 
society, north and south. 
 
Like Tone and the United Irishmen, they not only refused to be bound by the mistakes 
of the past, but actively rejected them. One of Tone’s major contributions to the 
development of revolutionary thought in Ireland was his analysis of the failure of 
previous radical campaigns, which had remained locked in sectarian attitudes, and 
refused to take the necessary step of seeking the support of all the people of Ireland.  
 



 

What also marked out the United Irishmen from those who had gone before – and 
many who have claimed to follow them since – was their insistence on thinking little of 
their ancestors and much of their posterity. In other words, their focus on building a 
better future for the people of no property, rather than seeking to constantly dwell on 
the past.  
 
Connolly recognised that it was in this aspect of Tone and the United Irishmen – their 
breaking the shackles of the past to create a new revolutionary ideology and 
organisation – that their greatness lay. The same can be said of those who had the 
vision to forge our Party.  
 
To follow, then, in the footsteps of Tone, of Connolly, of MacGiolla, Goulding, Garland, 
O’Hagan and the others means adopting their mindset of forging a revolutionary 
organisation and ideology fit for the contemporary world. It means avoiding the trap of 
treating their words and actions in their time as holy scripture to be slavishly imitated 
for all eternity. Drawing our ideological strength from the principles of Marxism-
Leninism, as with Marx and Lenin, we must adopt and apply their analytical framework 
to contemporary conditions, not wallow in the past to avoid engaging with the hard 
work of the present. This is the revolutionary approach to the past.  
 
When we in the Workers’ Party come to Bodenstown, we come to remember the efforts 
of past generations of revolutionaries, but with our eyes fixed firmly on the future. And 
like Tone and the United Irishmen, that means analysing and understanding the class, 
sectarian, and power dynamics of our society, and of our society’s place in the world.  
 
It means facing up to those facts and the challenges they pose. It means not allowing 
ourselves to be deflected from our ideology, approach, and goals. It means dedicating 
ourselves to the relentless and difficult task we have set ourselves – building a 
democratic, secular, socialist Ireland, a truly revolutionary republic that plays a role in 
the international struggle for a sustainable and equal world. 
 
We come here today not to dwell on the past, but as an affirmation of our hopes and 
plans for the future. And those are clear: we aim to build the Party into a force capable 
of leading the revolutionary transformation of Irish politics and society. A class-
conscious party of and for the working class, that partakes in the political, social, and 
economic struggle of working people, is the only vehicle capable of achieving this goal.  
Our goal is made all the more urgent by the ongoing divisions amongst our people, by 
the unchallenged domination of capitalism north and south, and by climate change 
driven by the destructive logic of global capitalism.   
 
The pandemic has given further proofs of how capitalists never waste a crisis, never 
miss an opportunity to deepen their exploitation of the working class, and place profits 
before people. We need only look at the expansion of the fortunes of the richest 
billionaires in the planet to see this.  
 
The shameful refusal to make vaccines available free of patents and profiteering to all 
the people of our planet despite the impact of COVID-19 on global society is proof 
positive. We note which governments, which international bodies, have taken the side 
of superprofits for big pharma, including the EU at the behest of Germany.  
 



 

We note too the corruption and profiteering that has transferred billions of pounds from 
the UK public to a handful of Tory donors and corporations, often in return for nothing 
but pie in the sky. No clearer proof that the Tory leopard can never change its spots is 
needed, despite their honied words. 
 
We also note the success of the Cuban people and their tremendous healthcare 
system in developing an extremely effective vaccine despite the illegal blockade, 
which has once again this week been condemned by virtually the entire planet. We 
note too the unconcerned response of US imperialism, whichever party is in power. 
Cuba once again represents the possibility of a humane future under socialism.  
 
The campaign against Cuba is just one of many instances where powerful imperialist 
countries seek to deny the rights of and oppress peoples, whether in Palestine, Korea, 
or elsewhere. 
 
The lives of workers globally and throughout Ireland have been put at risk during the 
pandemic in the pursuit of profit, and the failings of the political supporters of the ruling 
class in both states could hardly be more obvious. The recent shenanigans in the DUP 
and its resistance to the expansion of rights demonstrate yet again its political 
bankruptcy. While the NHS creaks under the pressure of years of underinvestment 
and the pandemic, those in power seek to distract us with a culture war from the reality 
of class power. We can see the same phenomenon in the United States, and more 
recently in the United Kingdom, with the Tories importing far-right US rhetoric about 
“wokery” to distract from the damage they have been doing to the lives of working-
class children. 
 
In the Republic, the fact that rents are now around 50% higher in Dublin than they 
were at the height of the Celtic Tiger; that homes are being bought up by international 
rent-seeking speculators, and that successive governments have done nothing but 
encourage this situation reminds us that beneath the happy-go-lucky rhetoric, the Irish 
bourgeoisie is vicious in its hatred of and contempt for Irish workers.  
 
Our primary task, as a vanguard party, is to raise the consciousness of workers about 
the dynamics of class in Irish society, to demonstrate that our problems cannot be 
solved under capitalism which must be abolished and to convince them that socialism 
is the alternative. This is no easy task, but it is one to which we are dedicated. It is a 
task that can be completed only by involving ourselves in the everyday struggles of 
working people, in trade unions, in environmental issues, and the many other factors 
that shape the lives of workers.  
 
Undertaking this task means facing outwards, forging links with progressive people in 
organisations and communities, winning them to our politics and to membership of our 
Party by our analysis, our arguments, and our example.  
 
Nationalism – both British and Irish – is a political poison that stands in the way of 
uniting Irish workers, just as it divides workers across the globe. It is something that 
we must strive at every turn to combat, and we must never give an inch in our struggle 
against it. We have seen time and again where that path leads. For us the lessons of 
Tone and the United Irishmen lies in internationalism and social progress.   
 



 

The Workers Party will continue to build and develop the unity of the working class on 
this island irrespective of gender, ethnicity, cultural identity or religion. We will confront 
all attempts by nationalist forces, both British and Irish, to divide workers and set them 
against each other and divert them from uniting against their common enemy. We will 
stand side by side with our fellow workers and the marginalised in our society in their 
struggles to defend their rights and improve their living conditions. 
 
 
Comrades, 
 
Wolfe Tone and the United Irishmen were visionary revolutionaries who forged a 
theory, a praxis, and an organisation designed to create a completely different and 
more equal society. Our Party was formed by people cut from the same cloth. Our 
presence here today is a symbol of our commitment to creating a better future, by 
applying ourselves to the problems and opportunities of today, and by transforming 
ourselves in a Party that can lead the transformation of Irish society. 
 
That is the best way to commemorate Tone and the United Irishmen. Thank you all for 
coming today, and for your efforts in that struggle up to today and in the future. 
 
 
 


